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ABSTRACT
Language, Conflict And Identity: The Hispanic Experience
by
Jan Henry Oiler
Dr. George Urioste, Examination Committee Chair
Professor of Anthropology
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
This thesis is an attempt to create a theoretical model which could be applied to the study
o f any situation where a history of ongoing migration and asymmetrical power
relationshçs in constant flux between two or more groups, nation states, or other entities
is present. It is the conception and apphcation of a theoretical fi-amework with which to
view transnational identity on a different level, one focusing on the historical antecedents
of current situations, pan-identities, and language as the main identity marker among
transnationals.
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CHAPTER 1

PRELIMINARY CONTEMPLATIONS

“The United States is a unique case in history, an imperialism in search of universality.
- Octavio Paz
“Once you see yourself truthfully depicted, you have a sense of your right to be in the
world.”
- Paul Marshall

1.0

An introduction to the work and the processes involved in its creation.
Upon setting out to do the research, it was my intent to simply gain an understanding

of my consultants, to transcribe their stories within a theoretical framework that best
serves to expand the current body of knowledge o f language and identity among
transnational groups. Person centered interviewing techniques were used to the extent
that the consultant was viewed as a knowledgeable person able to teach me about the
culture and behavior of their particular group. It was my intent to view the consultants
not merely as "informants" or as "test subjects" but to gain an understanding of them as
people, as individuals, to see their human qualities without judging them but rather
embracing their experience and attempting to understand it. The use of open ended,

1
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purposely ambiguous probes allowed me to accomplish this, an emphasis on the contents
and forms o f responses were seen as providing important material for analysis. The
interviews were conducted over a span o f 3 months, in informal social situations, with
the place o f interview ranging from restaurants, to the homes of the consultants. The
interviews were conducted along the guidelines set forth by and with the approval of the
Office for the Protection of Research Subjects( GPRS# 0311-1037, granted December 8,
2003 through an Expedited Review by the UNLV SociaPBehavioral Sciences
Institutional Review Board). The results o f these interviews were affected not only by the
approach which I chose, but also by the ethnicity, class, gender, education level, religious
affiliation, political leanings, and age of the consultants as well. It must further be noted
that the consultants are not merely the product of the cultures o f their nations o f origin,
and to an extent American culture, but that they are also individuals, and thus the notion
of agency cannot be avoided when assessing the research results. It is for this reason that
the consultants cannot be taken to represent the Hispanic community of the United States
per se, but rather represent diverse aspects of the Hispanic experience, which in turn is
but an aspect o f the human experience.

1.1

Methods to be used and their complexities concerning the importance of
language and the ability to communicate and validate a world view. The
ability to understand the “other.”
In connection with the person-centered interviews, observations o f the Hispanic

community in Las Vegas were made. The areas observed were those where a highly
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concentrated Hispanic population resides, namely the area between Las Vegas Boulevard
and 115, and Sahara Avenue and Charleston Boulevard, commonly known as Meadows
Village as well as the area between Bonanza Road and Owens Avenue, and the stretch
along 28* Street and Bruce Avenue, an area also referred to as "Little Mexico." The
observations consisted of participating in daily life in these predominantly Hispanic
areas, patronizing the local business, engaging in local nightlife, cultural events,
situations which not only put me in the position to interact with the local population but
also to experience what they experience, to step into their world rather than merely look
at it from afar. Without sufficient knowledge o f the Spanish language, this would have
been impossible, as when one views any culture, it is incessible to gain a full and
comprehensive understanding as well as an appreciation for it without being able to fully
communicate with the people one wishes to study. Language is the vehicle through which
culture itself is communicated, and its comprehension allows one to not only understand
others, but to understand how they perceive the world. For example, the Spanish phrase
for "how old are you?" would translate as "^Cuantos anos tienes?" The Spanish
translation is literally "how many years do you have?" thus showing a completely
different view of age, while in the English speaking world view, age is something a
person is, a state o f being, of becoming, in the Spanish speaking world the same concept
is transmitted in terms of having, owning, age is something one has, one acquires. Such a
simple phrase conveys an immensely different world view when one examines it, for this
reason, it is imperative that one understands those they observe, as well as their
consultants as when translation occurs, certain meanings and understanding are sure to be
lost. Within this context, language takes on the meaning of a complex semiotic system
3
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relying not merely on verbal communication but also on the most diverse forms of media,
the plastic arts, graphics, dance, music, and poetry. In effect it represents the entire
repertoire used to communicate the world view of a specific culture.

1.2

Determinants of the use of Spanish vs. English while conducting fieldwork.
During my observations, and the interviews as well, the use of the Spanish or English

languages was determined by those I interacted with as well as by my consultants.
Whichever they would begin the interaction with, or would switch to would be the one I
used as well. The purpose o f this was to allow for a natural flow of communication and
expression, as well as for the comfort o f those I was engaged with. Another reason was to
track the role the Spanish language has in their lives, the context where it is used to
communicate, and the circumstances in which it serves as a comfort zone. To determine
the extent to which it serves as a political language for some, or as a means of everyday
communication for others.

1.3

The role of literary research and theory in my work. The general
organization of my work and my research philosophy, to approach the
project without preconceived notions regarding the results.
The last portion of my research consisted of reviewing literature concerning similar

investigations, as no hterature dealing with exactly the same topic has been written to
date. The purpose o f this procedure was to be able to contemplate and create a theoretical
model into which to place the collected data. To create a theoretical model which could
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be applied to the study of any situation where a history of migration and asymmetrical
power relationships in constant flux between two or more groups, or geopolitical entities
exists. While allowing for a focus on the commonly ignored features o f language, pan
identity, and historical antecedence within this specific context. While organizing my
research into this work, I decided to place this portion of my research first, and to allow a
natural flow o f events as I trace the processes involved in identity formation, and express
the relevance o f my theoretical model in the realms of theory, the general situation of
Hispanics in the United States, and the Mexican transnational population in the United
States. I then present the second portion of my work, which involves the application of
my theoretical model on a local level with a first of its kind approach to the Mexican
transnational populace of Las Vegas, Nevada. In order to avoid as much bias as possible,
I attempted to enter the research without any notions o f a preconceived outcome. Notions
of success and feüure arise when one has a preconceived goal in mind, within that
context, failure or success is determined by how closely one’s findings match their views
of how things could or should be rather than the way they are. Instead, I chose an
analytical approach which focuses on reporting what is, what my research has yielded.
Rather than viewing myself as an experimenter, I view myself as an interpreter, with my
immediate task being to interpret the world of my observations and my consultants, a
world which exists rather than one which could be, should be, or was, with my sole goal
being to bring to light the experience o f the world o f those I had the privilege of coming
into contact with. In these terms, success and failure rest merely on the implication of
whether my research gives an adequate voice to my consultants and their experience.
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PART I.

GLOBALIZING CURRENTS AND IDENTITY: REFLECTIONS ON BECOMING,
THE CREATION OF A THEORETICAL MODEL

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

CHAPTER 2

THE SELF AND THE OTHER, REFLECTING ON LITERARY ANTECEDENTS
2.0

A deconstruction of writing methods, notes on the importance of position in
literature.
When conducting any research, or viewing that o f others, it is important to first

consider one’s own position as well as that taken by the authors o f one’s sources.
Researcher bias cannot be ignored as attempted predictions o f behavior tend to resemble
the researcher’s own ideological paradigms concerning human societies and the world
around them. Thus saying something about the other may inply more about oneself and
one’s own world view than that of those they attenpt to study. When dealing with
societies which do not belong to the western, industrial, "first world" it becomes difficult,
if not nearly impossible for the Westerner to fully comprehend a non-western, nonindustrial world view due to the West’s very own ideological blindfold. After a life of
juxtaposing the values of Western industrie societies over non-Western, non-industrial
contexts, of naturalizing power to the point that the capitalist notions of "competition for
material gain" and a "social hierarchy based on materialism" are juxtaposed over the
animal kingdom and even the most remote ages o f human evolution, one becomes unable
to escape the hegemonic constructs which have so heavily been internalized.
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2.1

Discourse as power and the power of discourse. Ritual and the power of
exclusion, the pliability of hegemony.
In this sense, discourse becomes power itself as it allows for the defining of truth

through a system of domination and exclusion. People are limited as to what thoughts
they may express through language as ideas are restricted by the boundaries of discourse,
with discourse not being just a body of language but rather a body o f language formed in
a specific moment. Once it is created, discourse excludes ideas it does not favor. It is this
very ability to exclude and reject ideas which allows for it to shape thought, and
ultimately the nature o f truth. While truth itself becomes a construct of power as it
exercises a power of constraint upon other forms of discourse(Foucault, 1983).
Something can only be said if it is positioned within a form of discourse, the enunciation
is always fi*om some subject who is positioned by and in discourse(Hall, 1990). External
definition processes imply the imposition of a putative name and characterization by one
set of actors upon another, affecting in significant ways the social experience of the
categorized(Jenkins, 2003).
Among the most pertinent exclusionary forces in discourse is ritual, as s set o f rules
and dogma which restrict what can be said and by whom within a discipline. In religion,
politics, and even science, ritual is based on paradigms one must adhere to in order to
have a sense of credibility, as truth, morality, and meaning are created through discourse.
It serves as the paradigm within which the world is interpreted. This notion allows for the
exclusion and rejection not only o f ideas, but of individuals because they fall outside the
borders of accepted discourse. Yet change is possible as long as one possesses the ability

8
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of language, of communication, as it allows for the formation of counter-discursive
elements, and their dispersal(Foucault, 1983). However, it must also be brought to mind
that hegemony is never conpleted; it is always in a constant rush to enclose more
differences within itself so as to ascertain that the projects of its individuals are only
possible within the constraints o f its cover(Hall, 1991). Hegemony is pHable in that it
will appropriate and remodel ideas viewed as problematic to itself so as to create the
illusion that nothing is possible unless it occurs under hegemony’s umbrella.

2.2

The deterritorialization of space and its relevance to identity formation. The
realm of imagination as empowering within anti-colonial/anti-globalizing
discourse.
Until rather recently, and even to a certain extent today, the discourse of officialdom

has failed to address, and still does not adequately address the effects of colonialism, and
its subsequent offepring, globalization, on the cultures and peoples of the post-colonial
world. Anthropology has always acknowledged the experience of space as being a social
construct, yet has expressed httle self consciousness about the very issue of space. It is
assumed to be defined merely by breaks, ruptures, and disjunctions, and societies and
individuals are beUeved to be merefy occupying "naturally discontinuous" space. A
concept so ingrained in Western culture that the world takes on the image of a collection
of countries, divided into various national societies, with each being deeply rooted in
what is seen as its proper place. A look on any map, or globe attests to this common
construction of categorizing the world. Yet the notion of "Postmodern hyperspace," a
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phrase coined by Jameson in 1984, has challenged the very construct o f mapping culture
onto places and people(Gupta, 1992). Thus alluding to the fact that transnationalism has
resulted in the creation o f space through the reworking of ideas of home and community
within the spheres of memory and imagination. Such a theoretical approach allows for an
examination o f the disjuncture o f space and culture, and the formulation o f various ways
of dealing with cultural difference while abandoning preconceived notions of localized
culture. The deterritorialization of space allows us to fundamentally reconceptualize the
very politics o f community, identity, solidarity, and cultural difference as identity does
not rest specifically on an appropriation of physical space(Gupta, 1992). Identities are
becoming less and less fixed as the mobility of people and cultural products, refugees,
migrants, the stateless and displaced peoples of the world create what Edward Said has
referred to as "a generalized condition of homelessness." Hence we encounter a situation
where the notions o f here and there, center and periphery, colony and métropole, become
blurred(Gupta, 1992). Rather, remembered places serve as the symbolic anchors of
community for dispersed people. Memory allows for the imaginative construction o f the
world in which one finds themselves, as well as the one left behind. The memory of place
lets one construct a symbolic homeland the relation to which can be reshaped differently
in various settings. Memory acts as a tool to fall back on, allowing for a comfort zone to
be created in an unfemiliar setting, yet is itself shaped and reconstructed by the very act
of migration itself(Burns, 1989). Further paradoxes arise as one’s relation with their
homeland becomes trapped between a reality of resentment for the very situation which
prompted migration in the first place, and the embellishment of everyday actions which
have transferred from a category of unmarkedness in the homeland, to one of markedness
10
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abroad(Mandel, 1989). For those originating in the post-colonial world, the notion of an
imagined space, an imagined homeland is not necessarily a new concept as the concept of
an imagined homeland, an imagined place, served as empowering concepts in anti
colonial discourse.

2.3

Nostalgia without memory, the homeland as a repertoire of cultural
scenarios residing in the imagination. The alienation and psychological
distance afforded by deterritorialization.
The rootless alienation and psychological distance associated with the

deterritorialized nation state, the fantasies and nightmares associated with the processes
o f reterritoriahzation allow for a unique phenomenon to develop, the concept of nostalgia
without memory. A concept which rests on the premise that globalization and the
experiences it affords are composed of the image, the imagined, and the
imaginary(Appadurai, 1990). Within this context, the past, the homeland, is not viewed
as something which can be physically returned to, but rather becomes a repertoire of
cultural scenarios to be accessed in accordance with the specific situation at
hand(Appadurai, 1990). The culture o f everyday practices draws on the notion o f a
shared history and traditions inasmuch that people can think of themselves as members of
a society to the extent that they can occupy a place in that society’s history and can
identify with the way in which it remembers the past, views the present, and perceives
the future(Kramsch, 2000). Imagination leaves the realm of fantasy to become a social
practice, a form o f negotiation between sites of agency and globally defined fields of
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possibility mediated through language which, over time, becomes a metaphor for cultural
reality.

2.4

Place and space as parts of the global system of domination. Class as the link
between social spaces and the material world. Globalizing factors and
displacement, culture as travel.
The notion o f place, o f space within this context consequently becomes part of a

global system of domination. At this point, rethinking the intrinsic relations between
culture, power, economic spaces(i.e. poverty), allows for combating what Appadurai has
referred to as a very Uteral "spatial incarceration of the native" by changing our very texts
in approaching such issues. As space is deterritoriahzed, it is at the same time
reterritorialized from physical space into social space, in that the distance between the
privileged o f the world is much less than the distance between the privileged and the
disenfranchised within a specific locale(Gupta, 1992). Within the constmct of globalizing
tendencies, social, class differentiation becomes greater than cultural differentiation.
With class in itself representing a category defined by the level of alienation from control
over means of production, while class for itself represents a group in which the
constituents identify with one another in their collective misfortune and have the
potential for collective action based on that identification(Jenkins, 2003). The
representational challenge which arises when studying culture is the portrayal and
understanding o f local and global historical encounters. An approach which takes into
consideration the processes o f domination, resistance, and co-production which define
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social relations(Clifford, 1992). With social relations being most widely represented by
class, as it serves as the main locator of social position, providing the code through which
we read one another, understand each other’s discourse, and links us to the economy and
thus to material life(HaU, 1991).
The view of culture as travel becomes relevant within this context in that traditional
approaches to fieldwork have focused on issues of locality rather than the inter
connectedness of cultures, and the questions of uprooted cultures of the post-colonial era.
Ethnography has greatly privileged the relations of dwelling over those of travel. By
viewing culture as travel, we can look at the negotiation of external relations, whether or
not the culture itself is a mode o f travel, and at the relationship between the core and the
periphery. It also stresses the various modalities of mside-outside connection, that
displacement can involve forces which pass through television, radio, tourists,
commodities, and armies and is not necessarily intrinsically linked to the notion o f the
diasporic experience alone. By asserting that class, gender, and race influence travel and
location, an approach which allows and favors hyperglossia is enacted(Clifford, 1992).
The pohtical and economic fectors of displacement cannot be ignored, nor can the role of
the Euro-centric, male, bourgeois history associated with the term travel itself. Thus
identity becomes an element resting on history, ideology, and social and political
structures while the concept o f ethnicity is rendered to be a historical topographic
accident of birth(Mandel, 1989).

13
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2.4.1

Globalization and the subsequent conflict which it produces. The
relationship between the various scapes which define the world and
the subjectivity of the imagined. The legacy of colonial and
post-colonial struggles, the notion of history, culture, and power being
continuously at play with each other.

The global cultural flow can be described as the tension between cultural
homogenization and cultural heterogenization. This tension is brought about by the
relationship between ethnoscapes, mediascapes, techno scapes, finanscapes, and
ideoscapes, which suggest that global cultural systems are driven by the relationship
flows o f persons, technologies, finance, information, and ideology(Appadurai, 1990).
These are deeply perspectival constructs inflected by the historical, linguistic, and
political situations o f different actors. These scapes are the building blocks o f one’s
perceptions o f the world, they create a mythical imagery rather than one approaching
objectivity. They are the building blocks of imagined worlds, multiple worlds which are
constituted by the historically situated imaginations o f persons and groups spread around
the globe(Appadurai, 1990). Such an approach takes into mind the problematics of
simple visions o f ethnicity and nation states as being fixed or immobile. Boundaries tend
to be taken for granted while they are stable, becoming problematic only Wien conflict
occurs(Jenkins, 2003).
Such conceptions o f culture and identity are the product of colonialism and the
consequent post-colonial struggles which have profoundly reshaped, and continue to
shape our world. Far from being eternally fixed in an essentialist past, we are all subject
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to the continuous play of history, culture, and power. A situation in whieh the world’s
societies are constructed as "different" and as "other" within the categories of knowledge
of the Western world(Hall, 1990). It is within such a context that identity is always in a
certain sense a structured representation which only achieves its positive through the
narrow eye o f the negative(Hall, 1991). While we are in an ever constant state of
becoming, we do so under conditions which are not of our own choosing, we become
subject to an order based on the premises of globalization. I use the term "order" rather
than the more popular term "new world order" simply because as we are beginning to
comprehend and think of an idea, this does not necessarily mean that the processes we
are thinking about have just begun, on the contraiy, like most processes, globalization
precedes our comprehension of it. History is filled with exançles of nation states, entities
of power which are exceedingly dangerous as they ascend since they do so by
subjugating others through the use of force and coercion, and as they decline since when
they do so they tend to take everyone down with them(Hall, 1991).
2.4.2

The West as the center of glohalizing movements, the enigma of the
capitalist world view. Position as definitive of truth and meaning.

Throughout history, globalizing movements expressed via coloniahsm, inperialism,
globalization, neo-liberalism, have remained centered in the West. Conceptions of
Western technology, the concentration o f capital in the West, Western techniques, the
concentration o f advanced labor in Western societies, the stories and imagery of the
West, have all maintained themselves as the driving force of global mass culture(Hall,
1991). Consequently, capitalist thought tends to be absolutist in the attribution o f positive
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qualities to capitalist intentions, actions, and achievements and in the imputation o f evil
motives and pernicious actions to the representatives of the non-capitalist, non-Wes tern
world. Capitalist behavior and thought have proven to be difficult to understand and deal
with because they are based on the denial of alternate patterns to exist. Exceptional
intolerance has usually been displayed towards domestic ideological and cultural
pluralism as well as towards non-Western, non-capitahst movements o f self
determination, and those groups believing in the concept of modernization without
Westernization, in the world. The capitalist, or Western world view is based on a
dialectical division of the world into capitahst,” free," pro-Western, and "hostile,"
"undemocratic" nation states and political, cultural movements. Westernized, capitalist
nations thus represent the only possible incarnation of "legitimate" regimes and forms of
expression within this world view(Said, 1993). The capitahst world view becomes more
perplex as the discourse of value cannot be escaped. The conjuncture of the notions of
"Western" and "non-Westem" creates a text within which are organized the aesthetics of
every day life. Within this text, choices are made which have value, yet the value of such
choices is not made according to any intrinsic worth, but rather on the possible thought’s
or object’s position in the system of both social and material production and
exchange(Lancaster, 2003). Such an order of perceived value makes sense only in terms
that it is validated(Frow, 1998), that it is upheld by the behels of a community of
meanings. It constitutes a broad set of arguments concerning what is desirable,
reasonable, who can demand what and in which circumstances(Frow, 1998). As such
judgments o f v^ue are mere choices made within a particular regime, problems of
positionality arise, namely the paradoxes surrounding what gets more value, why, who
16
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speaks for whom, who is listened to, who is not, what is right, wrong, who can speak for
others, and why and how does such discourse shift(Frow, 1998).
The author of discourse is not the source o f the utterance itself, but rather merely the
one accredited with it, as positional location determines truth and meaning. This
approach to the world is dominated by an unprecedented expectation of conflict. In state
societies, public and private domains are constructed and penetrated by the institutions
and interests o f the state. It must then be kept in mind that in the age o f globalization, the
personal is linked to the political, the domestic to the public, as identity is created
through the various negotiations and pathways which bind an individual to a specific
nation, or in the case of transmigrants to two or more nations(Fouron, 2001).

2.5

Defining the term transmigrant. The concept of transnationalist as a direct
product of Westernization. Rawl’s Theory of Justice.” Discrimination
techniques of governments as directly linked to techniques of social
validation. Ethnic identity as a tool in the hands of the elite.
Transmigrants differ from other forms o f migrants in that they Uve within

transnational social fields, what can be defined as "an unbounded terrain of interlocking
egocentric networks that extends across borders of two or more nation-states and that
incorporates its participants in the day-to-day activities of social reproduction in these
various locations"(Fouron, 2001). Thus these individuals’ actions take place within the
constraints of power structures which lie within the territory and legal systems of more
than one state, with each limiting, disciplining, and shaping their identity(Fouron, 2001).
17
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Transnationalism itself is a product of the apparent eonfliet produced by globalizing
trends while at the same time contributing to the conflict itself, leaving us with much to
learn about the interconnection between the two factors. The notion of "development," or
better said "Westernization," promises an end to social problems and economic misery
yet only creates new dimensions and definitions o f human bondage(Gonzalez, 1989). As
the benefits of the so-called "development" produced by global economic currents
becomes unequally distributed, migration becomes a force of leverage by the
disenfranchised as they seek to appropriate what they view as their fair share o f the
West’s wealth by physically transferring themselves to the West itself(Gonzalez, 1989).
Transnationahsm arises from the failure o f modem states to meet the needs o f their
citizens, to resolve and manage disputes, and better control economic and territorial
competition. The age of modernity can in itself be said to be the age of capitalist failure,
as it has created a system of privilege and great benefit for a few, while leaving the great
majority in a state o f oppression, the lack o f rights, and with no sense of respect for their
value systems(Gonzalez, 1989). The notion o f social justice in capitalism is based on the
"Theory of Justice," by John Rawls, which simply states that those who are off badly are
well off enough to survive and that they simply complain about their state of being out of
envy for those who have accomplished more(Eagleton, 1998). Such political failure acts
to promote conflict on all levels of society, as all are intertwined with ideology. When
contact is made between transmigrants and their host society, it is the contact between
two voices, accents, languages, forms of consciousness, a coUision between two world
views, with negotiation occurring in the territory of utterances, of discourse(Bhabha,
1998). Yet it represents not only the potential for conflict, but also the potential for
18
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compromise, as it creates a situation pregnant with the potential for new world views, for
perceiving the world in new words.
For the most part, transnationals have been met with xenophobia and social
aggression as techniques of government are tied closely to techniques of social
vahdation(Chakrabarty, 1998). In the United States of America, a conservative reaction
based on antiquarian iconography has formed to the politics of representation, thus
avoiding and in effect disallowing multicultural practice on an aesthetic
level(Koundoura, 1998). In such a context, begetting the "right kind of national pride"
remains the goal as ethnic identity becomes a tool in the hands o f the elite who determine
the prestige culture and its boundaries(Mathieson, 1998). The concept of nation becomes
a political move whieh denies history, while the political sphere becomes inept at
negotiating social conflict. Both civil society and the state move into an illusionary realm
of perceived general will and rational freedom where symbohc practice enters the public
sphere(Koundoura, 1998). Signifiers are then found to fill empty signifieds and imbue
them with meaning, a meaning that has been metaleptically constructed in order to hide
the polities behind the notion o f believing that the institutions and constructs o f the
nation are "natural." In this manner, nationality rests on political antecedents(Koundoura,
1998).
2.5.1

Nationalism in the United States. The concept of nation an its
patterning along the general paradigms of capitalistic logic.

The concept of the nation has symbolic force in so far as it can be prescribed as a
single unit, the notion o f muMeulturalism is by its very nature incompatible with such a
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view, as it is taken to be an aet of subversion o f the unified vision o f "America"(Stratton,
1998). Rather, official practice concerning transmigrants remains to be assimilation, as
American patriotism rests on the legitimacy of the first colonists and their ideological, as
well as physical struggles. It depends on the subordination of any "other" identity to that
of the United States(Bennett, 1998), the melting o f the particular into the universal. The
"difference blind" eyes o f the state support this notion, turning the concept of equahty
into a mere social arrangement rather than a complex ontological affair(Eagleton, 1998).
The tme notion o f equality, which entails paying equal attention to the specific needs and
desires of particular groups, o f focusing on difference and nurturing it, threatens national
cohesion as it is thought o f in the American world view. Therefore, assimilation, or
Americanization is an intentional effort, coercive and prescribed by the guardians of the
existing social order(Rumbaut, 2003). Assimilation is ultimately based on a linear logic
o f positivist narrative which correlates the foreign with inferiority and the domestic with
superiority(Rumbaut, 2003).
2.5.2

The will of the “other” and the struggle for multiculturalism.
American culture as based directty on capitalist ideology and its
inherent inability to be conducive to multiculturalism.

The struggle for multiculturalism, for the equal recognition of the other, has been
initiated by transnationals, as well as other minority groups which feel excluded from
national discourse. As an idea, and abstract notion, multiculturalism acts as an
affirmation o f that exclusion, of the failure o f the modern nation state which focuses on
unity as sameness at the expense of true equahty and diversity(Stratton, 1998). This
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failure is a product of the Enlightenment originated ideology whieh views corporate
liberalism as the only "natural" expression of the nation state. Consequently, the laissezfaire approach leaves the historically, politically, economically, and socially
disenfranchised to fend for themselves, knowing full well that given their circumstances,
they can never reach an equal footing with members o f the prestige culture(Stratton,
1998). While language is the key to cultural assimilation, fluency is nearly impossible to
attain as long as the infrastructure to attain it does not exist(Rumbaut, 2003).
Transmigrants live at or near the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder because of the lack
of opportunities to get ahead, and more importantly the lack of a social structure which
offers structural resources to rely on for the bettering of one’s lot in life(Levitt, 2003).
Consequently, they watch the Anglo world from the margins, not knowing how to nor
being able to negotiate their way in.
In the United States, ideology takes on cultural characteristics, and becomes the very
interpretation of what it means to belong to the "American nation." National identity has
been formed through ideological means rather than cultural ones, being a settler society,
in effect ironically a "multicultural" entity to begin with, there was a need for the
invention of a focus point for an "American" identity(Stratton, 1998). Based on the
British traditions brought by the first settlers, and which ultimately came to form the
substratum o f what is today known as American culture, the political theory of John
Locke came to be the national ideology(Stratton, 1998). The newly invented American
identity came to focus on the assunption of a new nation built on the basis of universal
ideological principles which transcend cultural and ethnic specificity. Through the belief
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in the portability of the "Ameriean life," a culture based on ideology was
created(Stratton, 1998). Mainstream society, as well as sociology support this view of
American culture based on the sharing of norms, values, and attitudes(Stratton, 1998).
American prestige culture, as based on the norms and values o f the white, heterosexual,
middle class views itself is threatened by contamination from cultural, linguistic, racial,
and sexual difFerences(Giroux, 1998). Such a view leads to ideals o f homogenization and
assimilation as those features solidify the univers ahty of values. Within such a context,
minorities are seen as a threat for not sharing those values perceived as "universal." Thus,
otherness is constmcted as being negative, as a potential danger, the residue of the
melting process, or those who have "failed" to become "real Americans"(Stratton, 1998).
In reahty, the assimilation to America’s prestige culture fails because the Ameriean ideal
of a "promised land" M s to materialize, leading to a state of disillusion with the United
States(Stratton, 1998). Such a failure is not a shortcoming of the system, but is rather
structurally constitutive of the social formation of the nation. It represents the ideological
failure o f the myth o f opportunity for all, the myth of liberty, human rights, o f creating
and exporting democracy, progress, and prosperity (Stratton, 1998). American
nationaUsm creates a discourse which neatly links nation, culture, and citizenship, while
the past is negotiated and renegotiated through the politics of remembering and
forgetting. Thus providing a defense for the narratives of the dominant culture,
legitimating an exceedingly narrow and bigoted image of what it means to be
American(Giroux, 1998). The national discourse and narrative of the United States is
based on ethnocentric pretensions as it conflates the real with the rhetorical, idea with
ideal and ideological, descriptions with prescriptions, in an attempt to support national
22
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illusions(Rumbaut, 2003). Such an approach views any critique of society and nation as
antithetical to both the construction of national identity and the precepts of patriotism. It
is organized around a view of nationalism, o f being American that stigmatizes any
disagreement by reverting to the "us" vs. "them" dichotomy by automatically labeling
critics as anti-American. Such an approach inherently fails to portray the nation as an
imagined community that can only be understood within the intersecting dynamics of
history, language, ideology, and power(Giroux, 1998).Yet its strength in American
society can be exenplified by the backlash against multiculturalism in academia, the rise
of the English Only movement, the role of the state as a stem parent willing to inflict
harsh measures on welfare mothers, and warmongering, as well as by the portrayal of
crime as a nonwhite issue, inqtlying a reductionist correlation between culture and race,
by the media’s association o f the term minority with representations o f urban decay, and
attacks on immigration and thus immigrants(Giroux, 1998). Capitalist ethics are fed
merely by the desire for new sources of profits, a culture will be reached out to, glorified,
or made ehic in an attempt to economically exploit it. While on the other hand the mass
media, the purpose o f whieh is to weaken any opposition to hegemony, censors the
public’s knowledge o f certain cultural expressions(i.e. music, fashion) on
purpose(Gruzinski, 2002).
2.5.3

American social reality as the product of a hegemonic universalism
based on the policy of exclusion. An introduction to the notion of
“Hispanic” and linguicism within the American world view.

The American social reality is the effect of a hegemonic universalism based on the
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structural centrality o f policies of exclusion in the formation o f the United States, with
the most pronounced exclusionary category being race(Stratton, 1998). The Ameriean
way of life becomes a pervasive homogenized mass culture of consumerism, with race as
a category crucial to political hierarchy and social relationships. With the construct of the
color line, race is relegated to otherness, while ethnicity is relegated to white society. It is
out of this mind set that the notion of the category of "Hispanic" as being associated with
race rather than ethnicity arises(Stratton, 1998). Even though it is in effect a
supranational cultural identity that is exclusively linguistic(Kramsch, 2000).
Whieh brings to mind further issues, within the framework o f the Ameriean world
view, language is viewed as a shared patrimony, a self contained, autonomous,
homogeneous linguistic system based on a homogeneous social world(Kramsch, 2000).
Language acquires a symbolic value beyond that of pragmatic use and becomes a totem
of perceived cultural "sameness" from which arises the deliberate, centralized pressure of
a melting pot ideology to impose one language on others. Ultimately, the totemization of
the dominant culture leads to the stigmatization of the dominated. In the long run, it
becomes expressed as the exercise of the deliberate planning of diffuse societal forces,
such as the pressure and coercion used to impose Enghsh as "the" international
language(Kramsch, 2000). A state of linguicism exists in the United States when it comes
to its dealings with the Hispanic community, a condition in which ideology, social
structure, and cultural practices are used to legitimate, affectuate, and reproduce the
unequal division o f power and resources between groups based on the basis of
language(Kramsch, 2000). Such linguistic imperialism M s to view Unguistic rights as
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basic human rights.
2.5.4

Reactions to linguicism. The language of the oppressed as taking on a
new markedness as a symbol of resistance. Citizenship as not being
definitive of belonging to American society and the consequent
viewing of the host society as the locus of conflict. The effects of such
processes on identity.

However, when a group feels that its cultural and political identity is threatened, the
group’s language gains particular importance as a source of identity and legitimation.
Language becomes a tool which signifies solidarity with one’s own group, while also
expressing distance fi*om the "other." It signifies who one accepts as a member of their
community, and who accepts them, thus becoming a strategy of resistance, o f reaffirming
their identity and notion of difference within the sphere of homogenizing forces,
becoming a cultural act of identity(Kramsch, 2000).
It is because o f such social constructs that living in the United States, speaking the
language, participating in the economy, does not make one an Ameriean. The essence of
the concept of nation is a psychological bond that joins and differentiates, it is not based
on what is, but on what people perceive it to be(WaIker, 2003). Factual history is not the
foundation of the nation but rather sentient history, what is felt. Such feelings, sets of
beliefs are inpacted by population movements, globalizing trends, which split national
identity between the past and the present, the self and the other (Walker, 2003). The
impact o f the other threatens the national homogenous narrative as it has the potential to
reveal the fragmented character of identity, an unsettling idea for those who spend their
25
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existence within the confines of the narrative of hegemony, no matter how involuntary or
unconscious that confinement might be(Walker, 2003). Notions o f self and other present
themselves as plastic, malleable social constructions derived from the power relations
between individuals and groups who invoke them. The concepts exist only as the
discourse o f fictive identity within the hegemonic constraints of society(Walker, 2003).

2.6

Historical antecedence of alienation, isolation, conflicting world views, and
the imagined homeland among Hispanics.
Yet the host society is not the only source o f conflict in shaping the identity and

world views o f transnationals, as they bring with them the paradoxes o f nation building
inherent to their homelands. The world view of Hispanic transmigrants is the product of
500 years of colonialism, resistance, and processes of creolization. Latin America can
rightfully be said to be the product of the first globalizing factors, the first world
economy, as during the early colonial phase fi'om 1570 to 1640 Spain and Portugal
economically dominated Western Europe, while they politically dominated the Americas,
the coasts o f Africa, and had asserted their ambitions in the Philippines, Nagasaki,
Macao, Cochin, Goa, and the Chinese coast(Gruzinski, 2002).
This initial contact o f worlds, known as globalization, or Westernization, had as
strong an impact on society then as it does now. Communication between the two worlds
was marked by confusion, it was not contact between two cultures but between fragments
of multiple worlds which did not remain in contact for long. The constraints, vagueness,
and conflict mirrored those encountered by cultural contacts today(Gruzinksi, 2002).
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Opposing elements of eultures in contaet tend to be mutually exelusive and eonfronting,
while at the same time they tend to interpenetrate, combining and identifying with eaeh
other, giving birth to a new world view bom out of the interpenetration and combination
of opposites. Perhaps the foundations of what we today perceive as Latin American
culture can best be described in the words of Motolinia, a Spanish monk present at the
fall of Mexico City to the Spaniards in 1521, in his hfe work he recalls, "When we saw
the land through our inner vision, it appeared filled with great shadows, thrust into the
mayhem of transgression and total disorder"(Gruzinski, 2002). Yet the spaces in between
produced by colonialism provided the location and energy of new modes o f thinking
whose strength lies in the transformation and critique o f the authenticities o f both the
Western and the Amerindian legacies. Such borders are porous, permeable, flexible,
mobile, as they provide the sudden passage from one world to another(Gruzinski, 2002).
The meaning of culture itself becomes something to be weary of however, as it stamps
reality with an obsession for order, analysis, and formulation that is specific to
modernity. It conveys authenticity to the core and inauthenticity to the periphery,
creating notions of pure and contaminated. It becomes an amorphous cluster in perpetual
motion rather than a well defined system(Gruzinski, 2002).

2.7

Aspects of social conflict imported by Hispanics from Latin America,
classism, racism, colorism and Hispanidad.
Hispanics bring with them to the United States a notion o f identity, race, and

ethnicity intrinsically linked to a system where the value of a person is determined within
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a system of exchanges in terms of relations between lexical clusters around color, an
institution which began with the Spanish conquest and stipulates the superiority of
Spanish culture and phenotype(Lancaster, 2003). The politics of the Spanish conquest
have not been lost in discourse, creating a society at war with itself, one where Spanish
culture battles Amerindian skin. Such discourse is very subtle and individual, resting on
ways of perceiving the self in contrast to others, and on the political implications of
everyday discourse deemed apolitical(Lancaster, 2003). What can be viewed as colorism
rather than racism rests on a series o f mostly contingent and contextual discursive
gestures. Yet it exists as a practice rather than as a structure as no race boundary exists
where discourse and negotiation cease, it rather consists of concentric circles as power
plays(Laneaster, 2003). Colorism rests on a complex phenotypic system based on
features, hair structure, and a range of skin tones. It is not an ideology per se, but rather
the engagement o f self with other in society and history, based on one’s political and
economic position within the context of the reproduction of the history of repression
through race relations(Lancaster, 2003). It represents the stmggle for a voice within a
system of privilege and power based on one’s location within a system of contrasts. A
system of contrasts in which whiteness and darkness exist in a dialectic opposition to
each other, as individuals negotiate their way through the grey area in between the two
poles. With whiteness representing the prestige culture, whiteness, Spanishness, the
legacy of the "victors" of the conquest. While darkness is related to poverty,
backwardness, and subjugation(Lancaster, 2003). However, color and race alone do not
determine one’s category within the system as one’s language, place of birth, and way of
dress come into play as well, with that most approximating Spanish norms and values
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being the most highly valued. The system is aw ay in which the Spanish conquest is
relived symbolically as well as materially by every generation. Such an approach is
inherently based on self deprecation for the masses as someone is always in a constant
quest to portray themselves as lighter than someone else, while viewing themselves as
darker than others, it becomes a construct of maximizing oneself at the expense of
minimizing others(Lancaster, 2003). At the same time, moments of reprieve and flashes
of rebellion abound as with the exançle of the carnival celebrations in Latin America
where the "other" is elevated over "whiteness." As well as in the appropriation of
negative categories and turning them into positive ones, such as the use of negro/a(blaek)
as a term of affection rather than one of inveetiveness as is commonly done(Lancaster,
2003). While social classes are based on the movement of racial categories with
ambiguous margins, the Amerindian heritage becomes appreciated only so long as it
remains frozen in history or art, as to associate today’s oppressed Amerindian population
with the pre-Columbian civilizations is threatening as it questions and contests the
legitimacy o f the Spanish elite(Bueno, 1998). The power of discourse, or the discourse of
power, feeds on the despair o f defeat more than on the energy of domination. The
colonial hegemony of the Spanish conquest maintains its presence through the exercise
of power through innumerable, nonegaUtarian and mobile relations of interplay. It acts as
a strategic, intentional, non-subjective system which already accounts for resistances and
divisionary tactics by targets, which by no means threaten power, a power which is
ultimately not owned nor held, but firmly implanted in both body and
diseourse(Lancaster, 2003).
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2.8

The clash of Hispanic and American world views, differences in ways of
classifying the “other.”
As processes o f ethnic, or racial awareness are intertwined with experiences and

expectations of racial and ethnic discrimination, conflict occurs as in the United States, a
solid structure o f race is encountered where Hispanic is deemed to be "brown," and no
official sliding discourse of color exists(Lancaster, 2003). While whiteness in the Unites
States represents a state of hegemonic dominance, it does not aet as a category nor as an
identity but is rather associated with the norm, white is equal to "normal," relegating all
else to the category o f "other"(Roy, 2003). Within such a new and unfamiliar context,
things previously taken for granted are appropriated to higher positions by transmigrants.
The conscious constmction o f identity becomes interactive, in that one’s actions and
perceptions correlate directly to the reactions which they receive(Langer, 1998). Within
this context, a state o f internal talk develops, careful choices are made about what is said
to whom, define community and indicate choices o f political action. To talk internally
selects listeners and shows people where they locate themselves in society, defines the
inner and the outer worlds, distinguishes between ally and enemy, peer and oppressor,
while to make such talk public constitutes an attempt to change one’s world(Roy, 2003).
Differences between private and public talk maps power relationships, secrecy and
subterfuge are acts o f resistance or rebellion by people lacking more overt sources for
pursuing political objectives. While the ability to complain in safe quarters makes
tolerating intolerable situations somewhat more tolerable(Roy, 2003). People in
vulnerable positions pay attention to nuances which afiect their opportunity for
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advancement, chances for expression, and in whieh the ability to prevail in conflicts is
reflected. It creates solidarity among sufferers, defines groups capable of taking action
when appropriate, and keeps alive the spirit o f dignified resist^ce to oppression, while
defining the local world in contrast to the outside(Roy, 2003). Cultural forms and
traditions become destabilized by centrifugal currents from the metropolis and mass
media, which in turn causes new cultural forms to arise that resist, neutralize, or corrupt
the terror and abjection associated with the struggle to represent the oppressed, to give a
voice to marginality(Bueno, 1998). Thus enabling the ability to embody the discursive
resources by which people articulate the meanings o f their subordination. Yet even if
subverted, hegemony cannot be escaped as all cultural production depends on a
legitimation of sorts by hegemonic ideology(Bueno, 1998).

2.9

The role o f language among transnationals. Its role as a mobilizing structure
among Hispanics.
With language being the basis of community as well as class among transnationals,

the notion o f a "Spanish speaking community" rests on the impossible separation of
language and culture from class, politics, and history. Yet it also serves as an altemate
way o f recognizing competing claims o f national groups whose boundaries and claims
are continuously contested and renegotiated. The fiction of community remains as a
hegemonic achievement of those who mobilized it as a rhetorical strategy in competition
for the distribution of state resources(Langer, 2003). While at the same time acting as an
alternative to nostalgia as a mobilizing structure, as the practices of oppressed groups and
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classes contain within them the resources for imagining an alternative for a future
society(Bueno, 1998). Such a world view becomes a subcultural response o f the
marginalized to the specific historical circumstances which they encounter.

2.10

Historical antecedents of contact between the United States and Latin
America, the case of Mexico. The previously described processes at work.

Conflict and marginalization have marked the relation between the dominant culture
of the United States and Hispanic societies since the earliest days o f contact. With the
case o f Mexico, Mexicans were viewed as being impure both racially and morally by the
population and regime of the United States since the very conception of that nation, due
mainly to the fact that Mexico was bom a Catholic nation, with Spanish culture, and a
population which was mostly the product of miscegenation between Spaniards and the
indigenous Amerindian population(Bueno, 1998). It was this negative image and
discourse which was used to justify the conquest of 1859, as Mexico became the other
against which white American society constmcted itself as being superior to. The
commonly perceived image of Mexicans as being degenerate, lazy, stupid, and inherently
criminal has changed little in American history(Bueno, 1998). Unfortunately, such
notions even became internalized among Mexicans living in the United States. As little
ago as 1942, an organization called the Mexican American Movement was formed on the
basis o f calling for white help to help rid the Mexican population of California of its
"inherent backwardness" through more aggressive assimilation campaigns(Bueno, 1998).
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2.10.1 The Pachuco movement, a historical antecedent to the present day
situation of Hispanics in the United States, and as a reaction of
resistance to hegemony.
As a response to such negative attitudes, and actions, open resistance arose through
the guise of the Pachuco movement, which constituted a proud assertion of difference
which was troubling for hegemony, a sign that the social order had failed to contain their
energy and their difference(Bueno, 1998). The Pachuco became the aesthetic product of
migration, an icon whose gestures, clothes, whose very way of being was seen as a
provocation in white eyes, and thus the Pachuco was thrown into the position of an
involuntary symbol of cultural resistance, and consequently of persecution(Bueno, 1998).
Yet the issue was more complex, the distinct mannerisms, and way of dress, including
the infamous zoot suit, pinned the Pachuco between two worlds, seen as too Mexican by
Americans, and as too American by Mexicans, a new identity was being negotiated along
the margins of two ethnocentric ideals.
As the Pachuco straddled the borders of two worlds, a militant ethnic and cultural
pride developed as the subculture’s hallmarks. The world of the Pachuco was a
dangerous one, as the United States was engaged in the Second World War, a
homogenous identity was being propagated at home in order to foster a stronger sense of
patriotism and support for the war, anything or anyone different became automatically
associated with deviance(Bueno, 1998). The perceived threat of the Pachuco to American
"homogeneity" was such that in 1942 it became illegal to manufecture zoot suits, as a
26% cut back on the use o f fabrics was enacted. The zoot suit was seen as a threat not
only because of its association with the Pachuco and the "Harlem Dude," but also
33
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because of its cut, which to many represented a parody of the bourgeois suit, and
consequently a rejection of bourgeois vahies(Bueno, 1998). The situation was such, that
in 1943 the Zoot Suit Riots broke out in Los Angeles. On May 1, 1943, coal miners in
Pennsylvania went on strike, the act provoked high tension on the east coast as physical
conflict between military servicemen and citizens deemed to be "unpatriotic" escalated,
leaving seven dead in that month alone. By June, the tensions had spread to the west
coast as off duty service men and "patriotic" civihans entered Mexican barrios in Los
Angeles, stripped the Pachucos, and cut their hair(Bueno, 1998). Surprisingly no one was
killed in the Zoot Suit Riots, as the purpose seemed to be not to kill the Pachucos, but to
perform a symbolic castration o f their identity, o f asserting the power of hegemony and
its unwillingness to accept the other as is, to assert the ideology of ideological sameness
behind American nationalism and identity. The image of the Pachuco, of pachuquismo as
a reaction to white racism, the embodiment of open resistance to cultural emasculation,
remains(Bueno, 1998). Such a history sets the arena for any discourse on Hispanic
identity in the United States today.

2.11

Language as relevant to the discourse of identity. Its role as the locus of
meaning.

Any such discourse cannot ignore the role o f language in the formation of identity
and the negotiation between two worlds. Language allows for the creation and
reformulation o f competing vehicles of symbolic thought which mdce up culture to the
new power structures which culture contact creates. Within this context, language takes
on the meaning of a complex semiotic system relying not merely on verbal
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communication but also on the most diverse forms of media, the plastic arts, dance,
music, and poetry. Language not only expresses cultural reality, but also embodies and
symbolizes it by being the medium through which experience is created as well as
expressed.
As language is the most sensitive indicator o f the relationship between an individual
and society, it indexes our relationship to the world as it allows us to express alternately
played out social identities within the complex framework of daily encounters, becoming
an arena in which our cultural allegiances and loyalties are fought out as the crossing of
borders, whether literal or symbolic, causes conflict(Kramsch, 2000).

2.12

Relevance of the literary sources chosen.

The Uteraiy sources involved in the writing and inspiration of this work were selected
on their merit in aiding the understanding o f the conditions which are responsible for the
creation of transnationalism, as well as in enhancing the understanding of identity
formation among transnationals. With the Hispanic populace o f the United States being
the largest transnational community in the world, I deemed the works relevant to the
situation encountered by that population as well as any other transnational group.
2.12.1 The dislocation of space and reterritorialization.
Gupta’s focus on the challenge of the creation of space within the spheres of memory
and imagination, Edward Said’s notion of a generalized condition of homelessness.
Bums’ theory of identity as being shaped and reshaped by the physical and psychological
act of migration, and Appadurai’s concept of the imagined homeland serve as basic
tenets when approaching any discussion of identity among migrant populations.
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2.12.2 Studies of transnationals focusing on globalization fail to address
historical antecedents. Studies of class, race and ethnicity within the
context of globalization as focusing on the mechanics rather than the
human aspects of the transnational experience.
These basic tenets have been built upon by scholars who have taken a closer look at
aspects of the transnational experience, notably Clifford and Hall who have focused on
globalization, namely class and social prestige as cultural markers linking a group to an
economic system and consequently to means of production and distribution of material
goods. Along the same lines, Gonzalez treats transnationalism as arising from the failure
of modern states to meet the needs o f their citizens, resolve and manage disputes, and
adequately control economic and territorial competition. However, while addressing their
specific points o f focus in an adequate manner, none o f these scholars addresses the
connection between present day situations and historical antecedents in the relationships
between groups where an asymmetrical power relationship in constant fhix exists.
Glick Schiller and Blanc-Szanton(1992) take things a bit further by describing the
interconnectedness o f migration, race, class, ethnicity, and nationalism in the shaping and
reshaping of identity. While accomplishing what they set out to do, they do it in a manner
which looks at those issues too mechanically. The focus lies exclusively on material
aspects such as the influence o f global economic flows, remittances, the advertising
media, and the affects o f a clash between two or more materially different cultures on
identity. The subtle nuances associated with contact, the emotional implications, the
feelings which people have and why they have them, as well as the clash and
neutralization o f world views and their constant negotiations and renegotiations are not
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addressed.
2.12.3 A review of Fouron’s work. His focus on discourse, but consequent
neglect of the role of language itself.
Georges Fouron(2001), the scholar whose work on Haitian Americans, has been
highly influential as an inspiration and somewhat of a model for my work, took the
stakes a notch higher. Fouron was influenced by Homi Bhabha’s notion of contact
between two cultures as being in effect the contact between two voices, accents,
languages, world views, that discourse is in effect the territory of negotiation in culture
contact. Consequently, the issue of the power of discourse, discourse as power, gender,
and the penetrations of state institutions into the private domain from their public abodes
figures greatly in his writings. Identity becomes viewed as having been created through
the various negotiations and pathways which bind the individual to the nation. Day to day
activities are focused on as all of an individual’s actions take place with the constraints of
power structures. However, he places a focus on the grand narrative of Haiti and its affect
upon the various perceptions o f "being Haitian" among the Haitians o f Miami, with the
bulk o f his work focusing on the dichotomy between the French and African models of
thought in the Haitian mind.
2.12.4 Literary sources as having been chosen in order to aid in
understanding of the role of pan-identities and historical antecedence
in identity formation. As well as an aid to address previously ignored
issues.
While focusing on the achievements of Fouron et al, I then selected literary sources
which aid in uncovering issues which those scholars did not address. My goal was to
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create a theoretical framework with which to view transnational identity on a different
level, one which focuses on the historical antecedents of current situations, which does
not ignore nor skim over the role of language as an identity marker, and which allows for
a discussion of the role of pan-identities in determining their role in power negotiations
and discourse.
The great majority o f the literature I have come into contact with fails to address the
role of language within transnational processes with adequate emphasis. Likewise,
despite covering mostly Caribbean and Latin American transnational communities, no
one has placed a significant focus on the role of pan-identities such as "West Indian" or
"Hispanic." When the notion of a Hispanic pan-identity is dealt with, it is more often than
not done so within the framework of "constructing minorities" rather than
transnationalism, or as a concept which parallels the Bolivarian narrative and ideal of
Latin Americanism which stipulates a single continental entity united by the Spanish
language and the anti-colonial, anti-imperial struggle. The concept o f the Spanish
language as an identity marker among transnational groins tends to be viewed the same
way. In turn, what I have sought to do is to address a common issue in a manner which
places an emphasis on uncommonly addressed elements of the transnational experience.
2.12.5 The development of a workable theoretical model. The connection
between data and theory.
The end goal of selecting the various literary sources was to help me create a
theoretical model which could be applied to the study of any situation where a history of
ongoing migration and asymmetrical power relationshçs in constant flux between two or
more groups, nation states, or other entities is present. While allowing for a focus on the
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commonly ignored features o f language, pan-identity, and historical antecedence within
this specific context.
While my work’s fieldwork in the city of Las Vegas is the first of its kind, the
theoretical contributions gained through literary research are o f importance as well.
Fieldwork gains hfe when it is placed into a framework, a story, which makes sense of it
by knitting together the wide range of various odds and ends observed- However, to point
to the discursive production o f reality does not deny its materiality. What it does is point
to the crucial role of discourse as the locus of meaning.
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CHAPTER 3

SETTING THE CONTEXT
3.0

A deconstruction of the concept of “labels.”
Labels of any sort are the product of hegemony, they are never free of ideology as

when they are applied, the author knows not only the literal or scholarly intent of that
label, but also the implications which that label holds within the context of mainstream
culture. A lack o f clarity and de construction o f the very label itself, symbolizes the
author’s own ideological agenda of supporting the status quo of society through means of
the notion of propter nos, or the notion that one’s own way is the "right" way as
legitimized by the precepts o f assigning a prestige position to one’s own world view and
supporting that position through an intricate series o f paradigms which define and
legitimize one’s own logic. Labels which are intended to identify a "minority group," in
effect a population which the majority considers inferior as it has been historically
oppressed for generations and is socialfy rejected, economically excluded, and lacks
political power. The language of race and ethnicity is mired in euphemisms which serve
to support stereotypes, misconceptions, and half truths. For example, the term "poor" is
often euphemized as "disadvantaged" while it is often used as a synonym for a person
who does not ascribe to the dominant culture’s definition of "whiteness." Various terms
such as the sociological term "urban," or the geographical term "inner city," and even the
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economical term "blue collar" connote race and ethnicity. The label Hispanic or Latin are
euphemisms for referring to important sectors o f the United States working class. Within
the context of American capitalism, it is legitimate to state political claims only as
members of ethnic or racial minorities or majorities but not in terms of class locations.
The lack of challenges to this situation allows for the perpetuation of perceptions which
strengthen the racial and ethnic divisions among people and thus racism itself. The status
quo allows for individuals to have a voice in the expression of their grievances so long as
they portray themselves as the victims of their race, gender, or ethnicity, but not as
victims of the capitahst system
In reality, when dealing with labels, it is necessary to realize that to label others is a
reflection of one’s own afiihation to that label. A part of others’ categorization is in fact a
mirror image, a reflection, of one’s own fundamental beliefs, for which they must answer
as well. There are several questions which need to be answered when one deals with any
label. Who is labeling whom? Why do they label them? How is the one labeling seen by
those whom they label? What moral authority does one have to ascribe labels to others
based on one’s own perceived ethical and cultural standards?

3.1

A deconstruction of the notion of “discourse.”
Discourse is an artificially restrictive paradigm of knowledge creation. It excludes

those ideas which fell outside of its boundaries. That exclusion, the ability to shape
thought and ultimately truth, is the fectory of power masked by the very nature of
discourse. A system of control by which the very nature of reality is dictated, mediated,
and ultimately self-reified. Discourse does not represent truth but rather creates it. The
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concept of labeling the "other" is such that it can only exist in a dialectical relationship,
as such notions arise with the concept of the perception of having the "absolute truth,"
which serves as the paradigm for labeling the "other" on the basis of "inauthenticity" in
contrast to oneself for having a competing "absolute truth" which defines their sense of
being, of belonging to a specific group. In this way, one is able to categorize and label
someone as being "other," as inauthentic in contrast to one’s own "authentic" group
identity.
Discourse shapes history, and history seeks to fit singular events into larger theories.
Meanings of those events change as the popular opinions change and new events that are
added are only added insofar as they support the existing historical paradigm. Within this
context all new historical understanding must fit into the boundaries of discourse, thus
the reality o f yesteryear is shaped by the discourse of today. As every work is marked by
the ideological and class position of its author, the authors of officialdom present under a
cover of the "quest for truth" the defense o f capitalist interests and values and the
ideological preconceptions o f the Western, industrialized, capitalist world. They have
accepted an idealist view o f history based on the powers o f imagination and fantasy in
which a few individuals have the power to destroy or create progress rather than viewing
history as a complex system of negotiation between the powers and constraints within a
given society, and between various societies. Historical processes allow for the creation
and reformulation of competing vehicles of symbolic thought which make up culture. To
adopt another view of our world, of its institutions, paradigms, means looking at
ourselves, our history, and our world through the eyes of the oppressed and exploited
classes of capitalism
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3.2

Language transformations as integral aspects associated with culture change
and culture contact.
Language transformations define culture in that they are the ways in which sense is

made o f the surrounding world. Changes in language allow for the transformation o f a
finite set of underlying stmctures into infinitely varied yet cultural^ marked expressions,
culture is not a meaning loaded underlying structure nor an infinite corpus of
ogressions, it is rather the process of negotiation between them. It allows for culture to
be a way for individuals to situate themselves in the human landscape, a way of making
sense, it is not separate from the people constructing it. While culture change is not
analogous to language change, it is a related system of representation that both affects
and is afiected by language.

3.3

The discourse of transnationalism as the discourse of globalization. The link
between race, capitalism, colonialism and power in historical antecedents to
the present day situation. A treatment of the United States within a
post-colonial context.
Consequent^, the discourse of transnationalism, which is invariably the discourse of

globalizing processes, is deeply rooted in the culture change associated with the various
phases o f capitalistic evolution. It begins with colonialism, which represents the
capitalistic phase of primitive accumulation by centralizing European states. It used
coerced forms of labor which in turn created racial and/or ethnic differences in the
workforce. It culminated in the creation of the conditions necessary for the emergence of
full industrial capitalism in Europe, and its associated political forms such as nationalist
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class societies, as well as laid down the foundations for what is today the continually
exploited third world. Within the colonial context, slavery and de-facto slavery enter the
picture, the social status where a person and their labor power are owned as a thing by
one who has complete rights to dispose of them as a capital asset, the notion of
segregation by race also appears. Race is more than the physical or somatic traits used to
establish differences between people. It is a pathological consequence of capitalist
development of which the social aspect is the most important. Race does not exist in
people themselves but in their interpersonal relationships, and the value placed on those
relationships within the context of the hierarchy of power. The concept of race
consequently became a badge of status within the origins hierarchy in the antinomy
between freedom and servitude. An ideological duaUsm existed in the colonial world:
native/white, slave/free. Indigenous, or better said, peoples of non-European origins,
formed a culture of dispossession given an aura of legitimacy by doctrines of discovery
and conquest, treaties, and the "gift o f civilization." The non-European peoples in a
colony are not allowed a valid interpretation o f their culture and history because the
conquered do not write their own history. They must endure a history which shames
them, destroys their confidence, and causes them to reject their own culture. Imperialism
systematically denies oppressed peoples their dignity. In order to "reform" the conquered
mind, colonialism assigns positive traits to Western civilization while through perverted
logic negating the vahdity of the "other." The United States is curiously often excluded
from postcolonial studies o f culture and imperialism in that it is either absorbed into a
generalized notion o f the "West" along with Europe, or is taken to stand for a monolithic
"West." Either scenario treats the continental expansion of the United States as an
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entirely separate phenomenon from the European colonialism o f the nineteenth century,
instead of as an interrelated form of imperial expansion. The historians of the United
States often suffer from a self imposed historical amnesia which sugar coats the nation’s
behavior with the notion of "exceptions."
3.3.1

The capitalistic stage of primitive accumulation. The so-called “Third
World” as a direct product of colonialism. Globalization as a
continuation of colonial processes. Capitalism as responsible for the
phenomenon of transnationalism and the conditions which cause it to
occur.

The quest for raw materials and labor to create industrialization in the West came at
the cost of the rape of 3 continents, Asia, Africa, and the Americas. According to the
United Nations, it cost the lives of 100 million Native Americans, 80 million Indians, and
210 million Africans to set up the economic base upon which industrialization could be
possible. When full industrialization did occur, it was ^plied at the cost of severe
environmental damage, child labor, wage slavery, and 14 hour work days. Today, it has
culminated in 385 persons being wealthier than two billion, three hundred thousand
others(Bonilla, 1985). Capital cannot be accumulated without correlating production
relations with an unequal distribution of the social product. The capital-wage relation
serves precisely as a medium of surplus value creation, social stratification, and capital
accumulation.
Today, the capitalistic evolution of primitive accumulation has reached the stage
which we call globalization. With globalization representing the construction of an
uneven global economic space de centered from specific national territories. Within this
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context, the capitalist world system aims to propel itself purely on the surplus created
through the capital-wage relation, as people to people relations o f domination have
yielded an incredible amount of surplus to the capitalist accumulators through the
institutions of colonial conquest, slavery, peonage, contract labor, wage slavery, etc.
Over the past 500 years almost all non-European peoples have been incorporated into
modem capitalism’s expansionist social system and were forced to interact with
Europeans along various patterns of super-subordination. This disjuncture of the global
economy has lead to the forging and sustainment of multi-stranded social relations that
link decentered societies to their points of origin, or transnationalism. Deterritorialized
nation state building allows for people to hve anywhere in the world and to in a way still
not live outside o f their nation state o f origin through the use o f symbols, language, and
political and cultural rituals. Transnationals are forced to fundamentally reconceptualize
the politics o f community, solidarity, identity, and cultural difference. In a world of
diasporas, global culture flows, and mass movements o f populations, traditional notions
o f space lose their relevance. Remembered places become the anchors of community for
dispersed peoples. The memory of the homeland imaginatively constructs the new land in
which one lives. It is within this category that transnationalism develops, the process by
which migrants through daily activities, social, economic, and political relations create
social fields which cross national boundaries. Thus finding themselves in a situation
where nationality or citizenship are not necessarily singular nor exclusive. The categories
which imply belonging to a nation, the notions of nationality based on cultural, linguistic,
and blood lineage, having legal status, rights, roles, and responsibilities to the society in
which one lives become blurred. An ideology that envisions migrants as loyal citizens of
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their ancestral nation states is constructed in dialectic opposition to the decentralizing
goals and tendencies o f globalization, while at the same time reflecting globalizing
tendencies in that this identity is itself decentered in relation to the transnationals’
position in their host society.

3.4

Deterritorialization as a factor which complicates processes of identity
formation as group membership among transnationals is determined by
traditional views of the nation state. The concept of the nation state is not as
weakened by globalization as some would say. Deterritorialization implies
the subjectivity of the nation state. Transnationalism has created an
individual with conflicting loyalties, living in one place while existing in
another.
The process of deterritorialization greatly eonpücates the processes of identity

formation in that as most long term transnationals cannot reaUstically return to their
homeland and as identity is ereated in a state o f extended absenee, it may ultimately
support rather than conflict with the "official" post-colonial constructs o f national
identity. Deterritorialised people may also have the tendeney to embrace oppressive
cultural or ethno-nationalistic projects, a politics o f the enactment o f gmdges against the
relatively weak, rather than the pursuit of elass or ethnic oppositional politics against
national elites which are responsible for those concerned being forced to seek a
livelihood abroad. The most common responses to such conditions tend to be rather
individualistic in that as solidarities to larger communities are bound by context and are
always shifting, a realization occurs that one is obliged to focus on their own interests in
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a narrow field of immediate family obligations. In all, such an experience can be very
diverse, depending on economic returns, gender, and individual experience.
Transnationafism implies the crossing of political borders as well as symbolic
borders, connecting the paths o f the most divergent spaces of social, economic, and
cultural relationships. While on one hand it affords the opportunity to negotiate within
this complex structure, it also implies exile, an experience of political marginalization
and rightlessness in relation to the homeland which heavily impacts the life and psyche
of the transnational. However, the political and economical situation found in the host
country produces a situation in which the transnational is simultaneously criminalized by
the state as the state consciously fails to regulate the conduct of citizens, and tacitly
sanctions a situation in which citizens increasingly vent their frustrations and anxieties on
immigrants and those officially stigmatized as the "undeserving poor." Thus comes the
realization that the question o f who can or should belong and fit into the dominant
models of citizenship and social membership are still deeply rooted in the traditional
notion o f what a nation state is, and that the definition of the nation state in the eyes of
the dominant culture has in effect not been as weakened by the processes of globalization
as some would like to assume.
At the same time, the concept of deterritorialization implies that the territorial nation
state itself is no longer the most significant entity, but rather the cultural narrative that
formulates the shape of the nation as according to this logic, wherever the population
goes, the nation state goes with them The nation becomes not a natural nor eternal
essence but rather a contingent, s%pery, frizzy construct in a state of constant flux yet
with practical implications for people’s everyday lives as well as long term political
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repercussions. Issues concerning the power of the state over individuals, the power
relations between employee and employer in relation to the nation state, and the power of
the femily over individuals, and vice versa, gain new dimensions within this context.
Transnationalism and mass migrations have had the effect of creating a
fundamentally new kind of individual, one who is rooted in the space of ideas rather than
in tenporal space, in memories as much as in the material world. Individuals who are
eonstantly forced to defend themselves because they are defined by "others" through their
"othemess." Individuals who have experienced ways of being which depend on a more
often than not conflicting experience of where they are, and where they find themselves,
people who have crossed a fi'ontier in order to see home.
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CHAPTER 4

CONSTRUCTING THE SELF
4.0

The universal need to belong.
One o f the most profound needs which we all share is to have the knowledge of

fundamental belonging. When this need is met, it becomes taken for granted, not even
thought about, yet when it is missing, it becomes difficult to fully conceptualize and
conçrehend. To ponder one’s own, or another’s identity is not based simply on the desire
to know what one is, in contrast to who one is, and the inter-relationship between that
"who" and "what," but rather the desire to encounter more individuals like oneself, the
desire to confirm that we are not alone, to take part in defining who our kind are, which
community we want to associate with, to he%) shape and confirm our own sense of self.

4.1

Identity as fluid yet constant.
The self is fluid and in process, but determinate at any particular moment, not

necessarily hybrid but always complex, determined by experience to a certain extent but
at the same time constructed or chosen with varying degrees of awareness, at times
defining itself in opposition to others while also in relation to others. Yet at the same time
the concept of agency cannot be ignored. Identity is fluid and yet constant as while the
defining features of belonging to a group may change over time, what remains as a
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constant is the very notion of the group itself as existing. The self making process occurs
as agency expresses itself within a series of inter-related power relationships which
create, legitimate, and constrict each other.

4.2

The notion of boundaries.
Boundaries allow identity to be abstract, in that they allow one to perceive who they

are in terms of comparison to others within their own group, but also in contrast to those
who are members of other groups. By seeing what one is not, one can attempt to see what
one is. Borders can be moral, economic, political, biological, or linguistic, they are
flexible and maintained through interactions and negotiations which develop out of the
interaction o f agency and power within the arena of social constraints. With the creation
of boundaries between the public and domestic realms, and the assignment of different
values to the products of culturally defined male and female labor, identity also beeomes
gendered. Because the boundaries o f identity are not clear cut, and are in constant flux,
individufes can perform various social roles, which may include acts that contradict each
other. However, when embraced, various social roles have the potential to coexist,
ridding themselves o f contradictions. Identity is problematic only when defined within
the Western framework of the individual being in opposition to the community rather
than in relation to it.

4.3

Identity as a process of being and becoming.
Identity can also be seen as partially being consciously chosen, it becomes a process

of being and becoming taking place as we reflect on our constructions o f positions in
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language. We have the ability to situate ourselves in relation to ideas, other individuals,
our own culture, other cultures, the universe itself, through the act of linguistically
deliberating our position in relation to the world around us. It becomes an ongoing
process of self-construction, a subjective array of ongoing processes, never completed,
and heterogeneous as it includes the mind as well as body, being simultaneously somatic,
psychic, and discursive. The very essential nature of social constmction imprisons the
self in determination, denying it its freedom. The notion o f identity fails to liberate the
individual from their subjectifrcation to their language, culture, community, and society.
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CHAPTER 5

LANGUAGE AND THE DISCOURSE OF BECOMING
5.0

The role of language in identity formation. Language as the vehicle of
cultural expression and group cohesion and solidarity.
While culture, the sum total of ways of living built up by a group of individuals,

which is transmitted from one generation to another, is an integral defining feature of
culture, it is language whieh is intrinsic to the expression of culture. As a means of
eommunieating values, beliefs, customs, feelings, and views, it has an important social
function which fosters feelings of group identity and solidarity. It is the means through
whieh culture and its traditions, and shared values are eonveyed and preserved. Linguistie
forms mean nothing in themselves as their meaning is acquired only in their relations to
other forms.

5.1

Historical antecedence of language’s role in identity formation.
In a historical perspective, a unified language and a stable, unified identity have both

been traditionally considered to be necessary for the effective functioning of an
individual. Multicultural communication, and transnationafism have however shaken the
foundations of such assumptions. Both languages and identities mix and blur boundaries
as individuals learn and use different languages and roles as the intersection of needs,
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desires, intentions, history, and identities calls for. The result o f this however is not the
chaos once predicted, but rather an acceptance of language and identity to be more
complex, flexible, and much less threatened by difference than has been previously
assumed.

5.2

Language and the nation state, the concept of national identity.
In the context of the nation state, and defining nationality, while a common language

does not make a nation, language does play a fundamental role in the formation of
national identity by establishing an invisible national boundary which is less arbitrary
than territoriality, while being less exclusive than ethnicity. Language, as the direct
expression o f culture becomes the bastion o f cultural resistance, the last fortress o f self
control, a refuge o f identifiable meaning for its speakers. However, the idea that citizens
need a common language to discuss common affairs rests not on the implication that a
common language is necessary for understanding, but on the implication that all citizens
see things the same way, or come to a consensus on values.

5.3

The state of alienation which comes about due to the conflict between
language and identity among minorities. The detrimental effects of
linguicism. The English language as not being a neutral element in the
United States despite its portrayal as such. Linguistic difference as being
parallel to social distance in respect to the prestige culture.
A state o f alienation exists between language and identity that is established early on

in an individual who is not part of the dominant culture, whose la n g u ie is not that of
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officialdom. One is taught to develop false speech patterns, to separate the story from the
telling o f the story, to understand that the telling has more value than the story itself. It is
because of this that the majority of white, middle class Americans tend to believe that
schools are neutral beeause their politics and world view are never in question. Being the
prestige eulture, they do not have to explain why they think as they do, or why they
respond as they do. The material drcumstanees of one’s childhood have a strong impact
on identity formation. The cultural denial of elass memory exeludes those whose
approach to the world is formed by the experience of disenfranchisement and memories
of oppression.
Those who speak a language other than that of the dominant culture internalize how
their own language is used against them by the dominant culture, and eonsequently fall
prey to having their own language used against them. Repeated attacks on one’s native
tongue diminishes their sense o f self, as those attacks last one’s entire life, the
catastrophie outcome can easily be imagined. When one acquires a low estimation of
their language, they in effect acquire a low estimation of themselves.
The notion o f English as a "neutral" language in a "neutral" edueation environment is
far from being reality as it includes the connotation that difference is not merely the act
of being different, but rather stipulates awkwardness, inferiority, and ineompleteness in a
state o f direet opposition to the dominant, prestige eulture. A language is revealed as
distinctive only when it is viewed in relation to other languages, in that eaeh language
then takes on the role of a point o f view, of a socio-ideological eoneeptual system of real
soeial groups and their embodied representatives. As language and ideology are
inseparable, with language being representative o f a superordinate or a subordinate
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group, language is not only a marker of ethnicity or nationality, but also of ideology.
Xenophobia towards non-English speakers in the United States, or English Only
programs represent not only the desire for cultural assimilation, but also the desire to
stamp out different ideological currents which are seen as threatening. Within this
eontext, ethnic awareness can be identified as the perception by members of a minority of
the social distance separating them Ifom the dominant group and the existence of
discrimination. It is such an awareness which leads to alienation, ostracism, and a sense
of inferiority that more often than not causes the minority person to defer from the
majority. The oppressed minorities tend to carve out spaces of dignity for themselves by
making their ethnic borders impermeable. As the human experience is participated in
through dialogue, two way, ongoing communication between individuals and
communities is necessary in order for equal negotiating powers to be present. The proof
of any real acceptance o f differenee implies the right of the other to participate fully in
defining the terms o f the dialogue, allowing for culture to be defined through a series of
transpositions and translations. The concept of a dialogue beeomes a metaphor for the
transition between two nations and the dialectieal tension between two cultures.
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CHAPTER 6

HISPANIC IDENTITY: CONSTRUCTING THE SELF,
BECOMING THE OTHER
6.0

An introduction to Hispanics in the United States. A discussion of the term
Hispanic and its relevance. The term does not imply the favoring of a
colonial identity but rather reflects the processes of creolization which have
shaped Latin America.
Perhaps the most visible "other" in the United States today are the 38.8 million

inhabitants whose origins he in the Ibero-American world. An approximate two thirds of
these individuals are of Mexiean origin, 9% are Puerto Riean, 4% Cuban, and the rest
conprising o f an amalgam o f individuals from nearly 20 other nations. While arguments
have been made to stipulate that the term Latin or Latino/a describes this eonglomerate of
peoples better than the term Hispanic, I nonetheless ehoose to use the term Hispanic.
Latin refers to the name o f the people who founded the Roman Empire, their
descendents, and their language, the official language of the Roman Catholie Church, as
well as any individual who speaks a language descended from Latin. Thus anyone from
any o f the French, Spanish, or Portuguese speaking eountries of Africa, anyone from
Latin Ameriea, Portuguese speakers from Macau, Spanish speakers from the Philippines,
people o f "Latin" ancestry in Goa, and anyone from Spain, Portugal, Italy, France,
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Belgium, Romania, Andorra, and parts o f Switzerland can call themselves Latin. Such a
label is too wide and complex to be used merely as a synonym for the amalgam of
Spanish speaking peoples and their descendants in the United States. If the label is to be
applied, it must be so according to its original meaning, as the collective group of
Romance speaking peoples of the world, and the subsequent cultural orientation of those
peoples towards the Romance speaking nation states of Europe. Hispanic on the other
hand is a much narrower category, and one more fitting to describe the bulk o f IberoAmerican transnationals in the United States. The label Hispanic implies one who speaks
Spanish, or is of descent fi'om the regions of the world which conprise the sphere of
Spanish cultural influence.
While it can be argued that the label favors a Spanish colonial heritage, and thus
reinforces the colonial legacy, the label Latin does exactly the same thing. However, by
using Hispanic to describe Spanish speaking individuals, and their descendants, it does
not necessarily mean that a position based on legitimating cultural imperialism, linguistic
inperiaKsm, colonialism, or cultural genocide is being made, rather one merely describes
the present situation o f those cultures and peoples, and the fact remains that even those of
non-Spanish ethnic origins have appropriated the Spanish language and aspects o f the
Spanish cultural and historical legacy, such an observation is merely that, an observation.
The label Hispanic does not insinuate that the cultural legacy o f the Spanish speaking
world is merely a transplant of Spain’s culture and language.
On the contrary, any understanding o f the colonial history of Latin America calls for
the discourse of processes o f creolization as such processes offer an altemate option to
assimilation or acculturation, which is brought about by the negotiation of two or more
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peoples in a context where an imbalance o f power occurs. This imbalance greatly affects
cultural evolution but does not necessarily fevor transfer from the prestige culture in all
cases. Political, social, and economic power are not the only determinants of cultural
selection. One must also examine the situation of the environment, interaction between
groups, and the general status o f the relationship between the colony and the métropole.
Creolization came about due to the asymmetrical power strueture of colonial
relationships. With stress plaeed on cultural exchange and synthesis, it could
accommodate the demands o f global flows in an increasingly capitalist ethos, while at the
same time satisfying the needs of the anti-imperial nationalism whieh seeks an
indigenous, common cultural intermixture as its new substructure. Creolization within
this context becomes a force which naturalizes cultural combinations. Yet in all of this
we find the search for a new native identity erupting from a situation where the perceived
group had no true natal soeiety, thus creolization becomes a way of ereating stability out
o f chaos. Perhaps the Cuban scholar Fernando Ortiz stated it best when he referred to
creolization as the "constant interaction, the transmutation between two or more cultural
components whose uneonscious end is the creation of a third cultural whole-that is,
culture-new and independent, although its bases, its roots, rest on preceding elements."

6.1

The term Hispanic as a label defining a speech community. The notion of
group cohesion based on the ability to communicate effectively.
The label Hispanic does not refer to any notions of biologieal affinity nor to ethnicity,

but rather to a speech community. Divisions in national origin, social class, education
level, ethnicity, race, and the such make it difficult to define Spanish speaking
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transmigrants as a single group as common cultural denominators beyond language are
hard to define. The label is nonetheless deficient, but I chose what I perceive to be the
lesser of two evils, as any state inposed label which ignores cultural and historical
differences and perpetuates an imposed project that culturalizes economic exploitation
and political oppression serves no one but the status quo. It must be remembered that the
majority of Hispanics are located where they are within the Ameriean hierarehy not
because o f their culture or language, but because o f their class location in the économie
system. Class location has a lot to do with the terms of one’s ethnicity and self pereeption
vis-a-vis "white" Americans, as those Hispanics of middle or upper class origins tend to
partieipate in competitive ethnieity whüe those from disenfranchised segments of society
tend to have the ethnic interfece of colonial ethnicity.
The idea o f a common speech community implies a group whieh shares a eommon
basic world view, and is a predisposition to the feelings of kinship which one holds with
other Spanish speakers they have never seen. Spanish speakers and their deseendants
from places as far apart as Argentina and Niearagua often feel a recognition of
themselves in the other, something whieh they do not experience with non-Hispanics, it
is this sense o f vague mutual recognition or perhaps even empathy which provides the
very foundations for an imagined eommunity. Imagining the new eommunity is made
easier through the various easily eneountered sources of communieation technologies
which we are exposed to, television, radio, the internet, online ehat programs, and the
printed media. Television has proven to be an especially powerful tool in the diffusion of
the images of the imagined eommunity, as the viewers of nationally broadeast Spanish
language television become parts o f a unified audience, learning o f the same events and
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hearing their language spoken in relatively homogenous accents which are perhaps a sign
o f an emerging North Ameriean dialect of Spanish.

6.2

The creation of a common history based on linguistic unity among Hispanics
in the United States. This focus on history allows for traditional hierarchies
to be recreated as the mind is the locus of discourse and negotiation.
As accents seem to melt together, so does the notion of history, as a common history

which emphasizes the common events and eonveniently forgets the eonflictive ones takes
hold in the imagined "Hispanie" nation, or the pereeived unified Hispanic population of
the United States. Such a common history more often than not foeuses on the prestigious
literary tradition of the Spanish language, even among those who do not perhaps even
speak the language. Sueh an approach views fiterary figures such as Cervantes, Mistral,
Asturias, Neruda, Paz, and Garcia Marquez as the patrimony of the Hispanic world,
rather than o f their respective nations and cultures alone. It is a history which focuses on
the common political and cultural history of more than 300 years o f Spanish eolonialism,
thus the reason why Columbus Day, or Dia de la Raza(Day of the Spanish Race) is
stressed far more among Hispanics in the United States than it is in Latin America.
October 12, 1492 represents a mythical starting point of Hispanic commonality as it
marks Columbus’ arrival in present day Haiti, and the subsequent beginning o f the
miscegenation of Europeans, Amerindians, an d Alficans which has lead to the creation of
new peoples and eultures. This official mythology however fails to render room for the
eonstant state of warftire and chaos whieh marked the conquest, and for the later confliets
which erupted between the newly formed nation states whieh constitute the Hispanic
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universe. The wars between Chile, Peru, and Bolivia, between Paraguay and Argentina,
Uruguay and Brazil, Paraguay and Bolivia, among the Central Ameriean republics, and
most recently between Eeuador and Peru are ignored. The political tension between those
two nations, and between Niearagua and Costa Riea, Honduras and El Salvador,
Colombia and Venezuela, while they help shape pereeptions o f those respeetive nations
and their people at home, are swept away in the eontext of the imagined nation, the new
homeland.
In a way, sueh a situation serves to merely reestablish the "traditional" hierarchies of
Latin Ameriean societies, where by ethnieity it exists in a dual nature. The vast majority
of Amerindians, Blaeks, and to a lesser degree Mestizos and Mulatos have never eeased
to be impoverished and denied tme eeonomie, soeial and politieal equality with the
descendants of the Europeans who settled the region, and continue to dominate,
successfully hidden behind the national identities which are based on the values and
mores of the prestige, Spanish, cultural elite. The homogenization of Latin Ameriea
among transnationals in the United States serves as a mode o f appropriating elite values.
Such a notion parallels the linguistic situation of Latin America, where the more
educated one is, the higher their prestige, the more apt they are to use a rather
standardized version of the Spanish language, whieh differs slightly in tone, aecent, and
some voeabulary from eountry to eountry, while the oppressed, non-European elements
of society tend to use speech patterns whieh elearly differentiate them from the elite and
the upper middle elass. The perpetuation of such a mind set, of sueh a world view aets to
inprison the peoples of Latin Ameriea, as well as Hispanies in the United States in an
ohgarehic, Europeanized, colonized vision. Among Hispanie transnationals, the desire to
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negate difference behind a fraudulent notion o f sameness in effect hides the
dehumanization of peoples. It represents the psychic markings on a colonized people that
forms part of a discourse which turns history into fiction on the basis of political reality.
Language is not an abstract system of normative forms, every word represents the
eontext which socially charges it, and the intentions which give it life. Official narratives
such as "documented" events, news items, books, and unofficial narratives such as jokes
or gossip express a theoretical self awareness of history and fiction as human constmcts
created in the matrix of memory, image, and imagination.

6.3

The benefits associated with adhering to a pan-identity.
At the same time, the emergence of a nationalistic, political consciousness benefits

the group as colleetive methods are more apt in overeoming fears, insecurities, and self
doubts among those who feel alienated by language, elass, and American attitudes
towards minorities. Doing things together, acting as a collective has the potential of
strengthening confidence in the aeeessibility of the American political system and ean
ease the apathetic individual into political awareness by introducing the system in a more
familiar soeial situation. This is best aeeonpfished by bridging the gap between private
concerns and public issues. Such political methods are however displayed in a
hierarchieal strueture with whieh one is familiar.
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6.4

Historical antecedents. The notion of a Hispanic pan-identity as rooted in
globalizing processes rather than the United States bureaucracy. A look at
globalizing processes in Latin America and the consequent anti-globalization
currents to arise. The United States’ interference in Latin America as a
colonial process.
The origins o f such a collective consciousness are not in the United States, and do not

correlate directly to the labeling o f all Spanish spedcers and their descendants into the
same category by American bureaucrats. Rather, the concept is directly linked to the
processes of globalization which have created transnationalism in the first place.
The period between 1900 and 1950 is one of transition for Latin America in that it is
marked by United States sponsored investment and political programs aimed at
"modernization" through means of industrialization. The period gave rise to a
desarroUista(developmentalist) nationalism among the elite which called for more state
sponsored capitalist economic development. Traditional, native ways of life were looked
on as "primitive," and the non-European aspects of society, both cultural, as well as those
o f non-European descent were looked upon as an "embarrassment" to the newly
emerging society. It was a period marked by vast urbanization and massive migration
flows to the United States. Industrialization, and "modernization" or better said
Westernization, brought an extreme amount of wealth to a few, created a small, heavily
Westernized, urban middle class, and heightened living standards somewhat for those
who negated their non-European heritage, while bringing poverty and repression to the
masses.
After a failed experiment with import substitution in the 1960's, Latin American
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economies became internationalized and more subordinated to the core o f the world
economy. In the mid 1970's, Latin American economies began to collapse, and in the
1980's the desarrolhsta illusion crashed. The outcome was a condition of monumental
disparities of income and Uving standards between different classes and ethnic groups.
The present notion of a collective identity arises from these times. The Cuban
Revolution was a great achievement as it was seen as standing up to the then already
world hegemonic United States. To many people it was a surreal achievement as they
saw their own homelands in the grips of dependence on the West, their own people
idealizing everything Western, and aspiring to be like the industrial West, while this
small island nation stood up for itself and said "no" to world hegemony, and chose its
own path towards progress, its own destiny. The message that modernization does not
equal Westernization, and that the Cuban nation would openly pursue an alternate path of
its own choosing to that chosen for it by the West, shook Latin America and the world.
However, the reaction o f the United States and the Western camp was swift. Afraid of
losing its "colonies" as the message of the Cuban Revolution spread, Latin America
began to experience a wave of United States sponsored ultra-right wing regimes and wars
of counterinsurgency. Such policies continue to be a defining feature of United States
foreign policy towards Latin America even today. One does not have to look to the past
to see this, the U.S. brokered counterinsurgency in Nicaragua, and the open support and
financing o f the repressive yet pro American government o f El Salvador in the 1980's
have parallels in the United States’ present day support of counter government
movements in Venezuela and Cuba, and in the support given to the right wing Colombian
government and the counterinsurgency paramilitary forces in that country.
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6.5

Hispanic transnationalism as a direct product of United States intervention
and globalization. The consequent rise of pan-identity as tool of resistance to
globalizing currents. The notion of Hispanic as a state of mind forged in a
post-colonial world.
The chaotic large scale intranational and international migratory flows produced by

the macro-economic dislocations and the political upheavals caused by such intervention
have been a radical factor in the transformation o f the identities of large numbers o f Latin
Americans in that in face o f such a perceived threat, an anti-systematic, anti-imperialist,
class, cultural, and historical solidarity has reemerged. Such a solidarity, a sense of
latino americanismo(Latin Amricanism), jump started by the Cuban Revolution, and
fueled by the disparities of "modernization" has not been seen since the days of Tupac
Amaru or Simon Bolivar. This new identity however is not merely reactive, but also
affirmative.
Unfortunately, latinoamericanismo has not yet gone deep enough into the historic
consciousness o f the continent, an identity glossed over by the wild rush to a "modernity"
instmmentalized by both the capitalist accumulators and their anti-systematic opponents
into a form o f modernity based on the tenets of the colonial legacy. Pan-ethnicities o f any
type face a deep struggle for life against the ideologies promoted from above by media
outlets, state bureaucracies, elites, and the resurgence o f nationalism, militarism,
hedonism, and consumerism. Conflict also arises with pro-systematic ethnicities
manufactured from the top down in order to define pan-ethnicities ahistorically. An
example o f such a pro-systematic manufactured ethnicity is the government sponsorship
of conservative organizations to which officialdom gives the authority to speak on behalf
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of and represent the Cuban community in Miami. Nonetheless, a legacy for a common
Latin American pan-ethnicity has been set in motion by the anti-colonial struggle, and
the resistance to the coercive methods o f globalization. To view the Hispanic pan
ethnicity merely as a bureaucratic creation of the United States disempowers and negates
the legitimacy o f Hispanics as a single entity. In the era o f diasporas, imperialism,
transnationahsm, the act of remembering and appropriating a history that has been
denied, neglected, or forgotten by colonization or the psychological fractures of
relocation, the need to reclaim the site of memory, a space where one seek refuge, an
imagined homeland, becomes a political act. The translation o f the concepts o f nation,
identity, ethnicity, community, and group, into a linguistic and even metaphysical idiom
turns it into an object of intense reflection, the notion of being Hispanic becomes
perceived as a state o f mind, as a force of ancestral memory forged by the postcolonial
world, or the sense o f independence, and struggles of a colonized people, their project of
asserting difference from the imperial center, the cultural processes affected by
imperialism from the moment of colonization to the present day.
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CHAPTER 7

THE MEXICAN EXPERIENCE
7.0

An introduction to Mexican transnationalism.
The Mexican diaspora constitutes over two thirds o f the Hispanic population o f the

United States, an approximate 25 million individuals, and the largest transnational
community in the world. Its experiences vary from those who constitute descendants of
the "accidental immigrants," or those who found themselves on the U.S. side o f the
California and New Mexico borders at the end of the U.S.-Mexican war, the descendants
of the first colonizers o f Texas, the descendants of the miners and railroad workers who
arrived in the United States after the Mexican Revolution, the migrant farmers and
workers who continue to arrive in the United States today, and the small number of
professionals and intellectuals who seek career opportunities in a new land. The Mexican
experience consists o f the challenges they face, the changes that occur in them and their
children, the affect they have on the United States, and the one the United States has on
them, their Mexican legacy, and the affect of their legacy on Mexico. The ways in which
they negotiate their world views, legitimate their Mexicanness as a state o f mind, as an
imaginary space which transcends any temporal or territorial borders, their act of being
and becoming Mexican while being an at times feared and unwanted yet integral part of
the United States. Furthermore, Mexican transnationalism is a prototype of unidirectional
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migration, in that 98% o f Mexican transmigrants are bound for the United States alone. A
situation determined by a history o f war and conquest of territory, the existence o f a
historically fluid border between the two nations. While the numerical predominance of
Mexicans among Hispanics may lead one to conclude that an approach to Mexicans
alone would be more prudent than a look at Mexicans within the context of Hispanics in
general, it must be noted that while they are numerically the largest group, they are also
politically the weakest. A factor stemming from the fact that many are illegal immigrants
or unskilled workers. Furthermore, the Mexican community is heavily dispersed
throughout the United States, and is subsumed in the wider context of Hispanic
community in those urban areas where it tends to concentrate. Likewise, the Mexican
community shares the same contextual problems and concerns as the wider Hispanic
community.

7.1

Motives for transmigration, the processes of choosing where to go and why.
While the decision to go north can be looked at as a flight, or an adventure by some,

the reality is fer from such notions. Rather than being a decision made as if by the toss of
a coin, people go where they have contacts, acquaintances, friends, femily, as well as at
least rudimentary knowledge of what the place is like. In the journey north, personal
considerations turn out to be secondary considerations, and one’s tastes or preferences for
a certain place over another have next to nothing to do with the choice of destination
itself. In terms of the specific destination, the choice depends on the extension and
diffusion o f the network of relationships that each person has, is restricted to an
individual’s own social capital in the broadest sense. The choices which are made lack
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improvisation in that they become redueed to each individual’s human and social capital.
Thus an urban or agricultural setting is selected according to one’s occupation in the
homeland. With education, skills, and class determining what position is available to
them in the United States, the class hierarchy of the homeland is recreated in the host
countiy and its social constructs consequently become reinforced. As transmigrants tend
to move en masse towards given destinations upon arrival, over time the given
population tends to acquire or transform its own human and social capital, continuing to
disperse from that point which becomes a certain nucleus of origin. More often than not,
such a point becomes manifested as an ethnically defined neighborhood. The dispersion
pattern rests on two main fectors, amount of time in the United States, and the job
market, as geographical mobility is directly related to wage in^rovement in the United
States. What is left to fortune and mirrors the toss o f a coin within these processes are the
conditions and course of events which they encounter upon reaching their destination.

7.2

The historical origins of Mexican transmigration over the last few decades.
The factors which have contributed to the rise of immigration from Mexico in the last

few decades finds its origins in the economic policies applied in both Mexico and the
United States from the years o f the Second World War up to the 1970's as in 1942 the
United States set up the Bracero Aeeord which allowed for the importation of foreign
workers. Over the next 22 years, some 4.6 million temporary workers were imported
from Mexico. However, when the program ended in 1964, the United States was so
indebted to their labor that it could economically simply not function the same without
them, so Mexican migrant workers continued to be employed. What happened in reality
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was simply a policy shift from a policy of active labor reeruitment to one of a de facto
policy of passive labor acceptance which combined modest legal immigration with
massive illegal immigration.
In the 1970's, the economic model was undone and changed into one based on
international trade. In the industrialized world, such a move marked a growth in
production as more capital intensive markets fragmented and mass production methods
gave way to flexible accumulation, out-sourcing, and continuous flow manufacturing,
carried out on a global scale. In the developing world, the change was marked by
decentralization and privatization programs, and consequently a greater dependence on
and subordination to the West as those nations lacked, and continue to lack the
infrastructure to compete on the economic battleground set forth by globalization.
In Mexico, the northern border region was the first to receive the blows of such
economic change as in the 1970's the Mexican government launched an industrialization
program along the border based on export processing. Agreements were made with the
United States which allowed for the creation of a trade zone that allowed American
companies to import unfinished products into Mexico, assemble them there, and then
export them back to the United States in order to save on paying taxes to the U.S.
government. The growth o f this industry initiated a rapid wave o f demographic growth
along the boarder as individuals sought work in the growing "maquila" fectories.
Under the presidencies o f Miguel de la Madrid and Carlos Salinas de Gortari in the
1980's, this trade agreement was expanded to include all of Mexico. The move was
marked by the General Agreement on Tariffe and Trade in 1986, and by the negotiations
dealing with the North American Free Trade Agreement which began with the United
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States and Canada in 1988 and was finally ratified by Mexico on January 1,1994.
These moves had differing effects in different regions of Mexico, along the northern
frontier, cities such as Tijuana, Mexicali, Ciudad Juarez, Nuevo Laredo, and Monterrey
heavily expanded while cities in the center and south of the country found themselves
sinking into despair as they were unable to compete in the global market. It is for this
reason that the neoliberal policies of president Carlos Salinas de Gortari have left Mexico
a legacy of increased unemployment, hardships, neglect, and an alarming rate o f growing
economic marginalization. For the newly disenfi*anchised, such dire despair left many
with little or no choices, namely to either revolt or emigrate. Thus the first armed revolt
in Mexico since the early 1940's occurred in Chiapas, a pervasively poor, predominantly
rural, highly marginalized, heavily Indigenous populated state. Without social ties
connecting residents to work opportunities abroad, and no real history nor tradition of
migration, the most feasible option for the Chiapanecos was rebellion. However, in states
such as Guerrero, Michoacan, and Oaxaca, which have traditions o f migration to the
United States, sporadic guerrilla movements emerged but were never consolidated into
mass uprisings as the remittances sent from abroad mitigated the pressures for revolt and
circumscribed the appeal of armed rebellion.

7.3

The effects of globalization on the United States over the last few decades.
The expansion o f the global economy also had some serious consequences for the

destination of Mexican transnationals. After the early 1970's, wages in the United States
stagnated , unemployment grew, and the gaps between classes rose. During the 1970's
and the 1980's, economic insecurities were mainly the concerns of the blue collar
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workers, while by the early 1990's, the same fears swept through the white collar world
as a cyclical recession was triggered by the end of the Cold War. The combination of
rising income inequality, stagnating wages, and a rising immigration rate created a
situation of excessive social tensions.

7.4

The border as a source of conflict, both physical as well as symbolic. Conflict
as expanding from this region along with a transnational presence.
The conflict between individuals and nation states enacted along the United States-

Mexico border, and which has by now expanded into the very hearts of both nations and
peoples, serves as a dramatization of the growing challenge of engaging the mass
movement of people, their ideas, products, institutions, cultures, the arena for defining
their values and allocating their resources. It destabilizes ideas of community, culture,
nationality, and the territorial nation itself as being fixed and unitary.
This conflict can be seen beyond the border as both the United States of America as
well as the United States o f Mexico constructed narratives to position themselves in the
nation-centered nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Both Americans and Mexicans
looked towards the country of the "other" as both defined their history and traditions in
direct opposition to each other. With the United States historically seeing Mexico as a
cultural threat and a roadblock to the western expansion o f the American Empire, and
Mexico seeing the United States as an imperialist enemy, occupying over half of
Mexican territory. After the Mexican Revolution, Mexico and the United States
represented two very different national models which exist in dialectic opposition to each
other, one o f a nationalism based on the first twentieth century social revolution, and the
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other on the most resilient capitalist economy in the world. Yet with the Americanizing
o f culture, the introduction of consumerism to replace Mexican ideals, the sense of
history becomes a tale of tragedy. A tragedy symbolized by the ascendance of Los
Angeles over Mexico City as a new mecca for Mexican life, people, and culture for
many. Transnationals have created a border that instead of being a Une separating two
distinct entities on a map, is a border in which national narratives are less important than
the processes of intimate relationships. At the same time there are fears in the United
states as the Mexican population in the country has tripled since 1970, and the border
region has become heavily Mexicanized or Hispanicized as the growth of that population
has been concentrated in the border states. An outcome of this fear includes the passing
o f CaUfomia’s Proposition 187 and other similar anti-immigrant measures elsewhere in
the country.

7.5

Historical antecedents of present day tension along the border. The
Historical processes involved in the shaping of the first Mexican-Americans
due to physical shifts in the border and the appearance of the first
transnationals due to the American conquest of northern Mexico.
The recent tensions in the region are however not unique. As the United States

conquered the northern half of Mexico in 1848, the first group of Hispanics in the United
States, the first Mexican-Americans, were confronted with widespread discrimination
that greatly diminished their ability to exercise their rights, despite havii^ received
United States citizenship. Faced with racism and the position of being a conquered
demoralized people, Mexicans o f all classes gradually slid lower and lower in the
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economic ladder and were compelled to devise a variety of new subject positions in
reaction to their new political status and changing material conditions in the United
States. The dwindling caste o f those with sufficient material means and sufficiently light
skin had the option o f professing to be Spanish in order to lay claim to a type of
whiteness, which although not as esteemed as that of the Anglo elite, put those
individuals in a better social position than their darker skinned, Indigenous featured kin.
For most, phenotypical markers, lower class standing, a lack of proficiency in English,
and increasing spatial segregation combined to militate against even the most basic forms
o f social integration into United States society. The mutually perceived lines of
difference sharpened over the course of the nineteenth century as American expansion
into the occupied territory grew.

In response to the increasingly negative experiences the Mexicans faced, they were
forced to develop new mechanisms of adaptation, mechanisms which drew on sources of
collective identity and solidarity only broadly related to notions o f formal nationality or
citizenship. Being separated from Mexico, however unwillingly, and blocked in virtually
every venue from achieving meaningful integration in the social, political, and economic
structures being juxtaposed on their lives by the American settlers, Mexicans were forced
into the unsettled margins of society. Faced with territorial encroachment and cultural
hostility, isolation from both the dominant national and cultural systems of Mexico as
well as the United States, they were forced to mediate their profound sentiments of
displacement, and other stresses of daily existence as members of a racialized and
marginalized minority it a region they had always considered to be their ancestral
homeland.
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They found themselves immigrants without ever having emigrated from their homes.
A new nation was thrust upon them without any consent, leaving them to negotiate their
world view and find solace in a nation which now existed in a third space. Thus Mexico
existed as an imagined homeland for these first "accidental immigrants," as what was,
soon existed only in memory. To understand the notions of difference which exist
between Mexicans and Americans, and the significance of the northern border for
Mexico, and the power o f the imagined homeland over migrant populations, this
monumental episode of the Mexican historical narrative cannot be ignored.
The dynamics of the border region became even more complicated as the Mexican
Revolution began in 1910. As the social and class polarization created by economic
development on both sides o f the border converged with the pofitical upheaval in
Mexico, the resulting chaos contributed to the shattering of existing senses o f collective
identity and nationality and the creation of a range of new ones for people throughout
Mexico as well as Mexicans in the United States. In reaction to the Mexican Revolution,
the United States enacted Americanization programs for Mexicans towards the end of the
First World War. Such measures focused on the pohcing and disciplining o f Mexicans in
order to ensure the most efficient exploitation of their labor, they were seen as a way of
managing what was commonly referred to as the "Mexican Problem" in the southwestern
United States. In reality, many could not see Mexicans as a part of United States civic
culture, therefore Americanizing measures were designed as a way to ensure the orderly
control of a group o f people believed by mainstream culture to be racially inferior and
suited for little more than cheap labor.
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7.5.1

The reaction of Mexican officialdom to the border conflict. The
tension which ensued due to the convergence of Mexican sponsored
strategies of resistance and the American assimilationist agenda.

In reaction to such measures, the Mexican government, in accordance with its
precepts of mexicanismo, o f being Mexican, defending the Mexican Revolution as a
symbol of sovereignty, cultural and moral values, and an embodiment of the Mexican
people, set up a series o f consulates which served to help protect the rights o f the
Mexican population in the United States. The term Mexico de afuera, or Mexico abroad,
for the migrant population echoes with a resounding memory of the fact that the land
they inhabited was in fact once an integral territorial part of the Mexican nation, but more
inportantly that it still remains a part of that nation in a moral, cultural, imagined sense.
By promoting youth soccer leagues, patriotic and honorific committees, 16* of
September and May 5* celebrations, allegiances to Mexico are fostered, as well as an
official Mexican presence in "Greater Mexico."
However, such measures were not welcomed by all Mexicans in the United States.
For members of the small, upwardly mobile bourgeois sectors of Mexican transnationals,
as well as those o f Mexican descent who have been assimilated, immigration was widely
viewed as a threat. Consequently, in border cities such as Brownsville, Corpus Christi,
Laredo, San Antonio, El Paso, Tucson, and Los Angeles, Mexican elites conçlained of
new transnationals competing directly with those already established there for jobs and
housing. Yet even though they agreed on such measures, there was heavy disagreement
concerning their own national orientations and political agendas.
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7.6

The historical legacy of conflict as reflected in the state of present day
transnationals and the innovations which have arisen from such antecedents.
The legacy of these ongoing historical processes consequently atfects the majority of

the working class ethnic Mexicans in the United States. They are thus compelled to
operate in those unstable, interstitial soeial spaces that were by nature separate worlds of
cultural and social syncretism and experimentation. Under such conditions, one is much
more likely to have a flexible and highly instrumentalist sense o f identity regarding
national affiliation, as eoncems of economic survival and the maintenance of familiar
everyday practices outweigh the concerns o f the political and historical narratives of the
nation state. Yet the persistence of an identity, or an emic designation of Mexican, the
notion of Mexieanness as a state o f mind is allowed to flourish due to the segregated
nature of the urban barrios and mral enclaves. The preservation of familial and religious
festivities, entertainment, and other forms of expressive eulture keep Mexican culture
alive, as well as allow for the Spanish language to flourish. However, as transmigrants
from various regions of Mexico, as well as from other parts of Latin America traverse
through the various barrios and colonias, the contact made between them allows for the
notions o f nationality, community, forms o f collective as well as individual identity to be
blurred and become subject to constant mutation and recombination. Such a fiteral
fluidity of populations in the barrios and colonias promotes the fluidity of identity in that
these dynamic social spaces eompel and encourage the development of new forms of
soeial knowledge and cultural innovation, invigorating the already present enelaves,
which in turn lay down the foundations for and allow for the emergence of altemate and
sometimes oppositional forms of diseourse. Namely the movement in a sociocultural
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milieu marked by a Mexican ethnic infrastructure, Spanish language media, small
businesses, chibs, restaurants, sports leagues, and the such, which while patterned on
those found in the homeland, have been reformulated to conform to the needs of
individuals from various parts o f the homeland with which one would otherwise not have
contact were it not for their state o f transmigration.

7.7

The creation of new social spaces hy Mexicans.
At the same time, these conditions which express Mexican culture, and allow for the

strengthening o f the image o f the imagined homeland, also allow for the ability to live in
an alternative social space that has little to do with formal Mexican citizenship status
more comfortable. The following of largely autonomous cultural practices in the new
social spaces which are hterally situated between the state centered national systems of
the United States and Mexico allow for the flexibility to move in a social world that runs
counter to both larger societies. However, a consequence of such an existence, a virtual
state of statelessness, is the lack of political power in both the homeland and the host
country. Thus arises the inability to change the conditions at home which made
transmigration a necessity, as well as the inability to realistically challenge the lack of
rights and exploitation encountered in the host country. The awareness of their economic
displacement and pohtical alienation in Mexico and of their experience of racial
discrimination and exploitation in the United States has created a deep sense of
ambivalence and cynicism among working class Mexicans to both national systems. As a
result o f the multiple layers o f alienation, new forms of consciousness based on
alternative senses of affiliation such as Native Americans, workers, women, Chicanos,
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homosexuals, now compete with nationality as a primary category of self identification.
In the face o f a constant decrease of skilled blue collar jobs, and the failure o f the public
education system to meet the needs o f bilingual students, such new senses o f identity and
orientation serve to further alienate Hispanics in general from mainstream society,
symbolizing the rejection o f integration into a system which they perceive as not meeting
their most basic needs. The myth of the melting pot, which promises vertical social
mobility based on individual merit in a classless society does not explain why Mexican
immigrants remain at the bottom of the social pyramid when it comes to levels of
education and income. The effects o f marginalization on identity formation, o f being in a
position where one’s group is eommonly known as that with the lowest level of
education, the least social prestige, are detrimental to say the least.

7.8

The socio-economicalfy upwardly mobile minority of Mexican transmigrants
as both Hispanic and American.
However, for the small upwardly mobile segment of the Mexican transmigrant

population, the story is a bit different as through the acceptance of the pan-ethnic identity
of being Hispanic, they are able to take part in what can be termed a cultural renaissance
in terms o f the development of anew Hispanic cosmopohtan aesthetic. An aesthetic
which includes the promotion and celebration o f cultural forms and practices including
literature, film, art, music, criticism, intellectual endeavors, community activism, and the
creation of an "ethnic market" which seeks to spread a generalized, almost homogenized,
Hispanic popular culture to the masses. In such ways, the Mexican middle class is
allowed to experiment with altemate cultural paths enabled by the social transformation
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of borders. Given such conditions, the emergence of new forms o f self identification,
collective identity, and national affiliation are obvious. AU in aU however, the tradition of
continuing to define themselves in ways which mitigate against their cultural assimilation
and political socialization as "Americans" remains intact.

7,9

The value placed upon the Hispanic pan-identity by Mexican transnationals
and the pragmatics of power and discourse involved.
However, for both segments of the Mexican transnational community, the pan-ethnic

identity of being Hispanic, which encompasses both their Mexicanness as weU as their
solidarity with transmigrants from other Spanish speaking countries is seen as being a
vital, advantageous resource. In that it aUows for a stronger voice within the United
States system, as it recognizes ethnic groups as vaUd categories through which to express
grievances. Thus social, cultural, intellectual, and political mobilization is conducted on
the basis o f the identity which shows the most promise for rewards. Simply put, there is
strength in numbers, the Spanish speaking community and their descendants as a whole
have a much better chance o f negotiating their position within the structure of the state
and the dominant culture, than each ethnicity alone. The pan-ethnic category however
does not threaten the distinctive identities o f its constituent groups. Self awareness, and
defining oneself in opposition to the other within the pan-ethnicity remain a prominent
factor. The perpetuation of segregated communities and a series of cultural processes
which create an imagined homeland for each group allow for the maintenance and
perpetuation o f ethnic identity. The pan-ethnicity in effect helps to preserve the
individuahty o f the groups in that it acts as a united fi-ont against the discrimination
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which immigrants as a whole face. It raises self esteem as it defines difference Ifom the
dominant culture as a source of strength, it becomes a source of resistance and ethnic
solidarity in combating marginality and scant expectations of upward mobility.

7.10

Social spaces, the conflicts and contradictions of life in the imagined
homeland. The alienation associated with feelings of not belonging fully to
neither homeland nor host country. The conceptualization of the imagined
homeland through nostalgia without memory.

Living in social spaces transformed by such trends, and in physically segregated
communities, both sides of the border are straddled as the notion of transnational social
networks comes into play. For many, a physical border does not exist as social ties and
familial obligations bind a person to their place of origin as business affairs, remittances,
fimerals, weddings, baptisms, and other rites o f passage and cultural life inextricably link
an individual to the homeland. At the same time, a struggle ensues between belonging to
the homeland and being obligationally bound to the host country via economic necessity
and the raising o f one’s family within the new social space. One is stigmatized by the
negative stereotype which mainstream thought associates with Mexicans, or Hispanics in
general, and yet often times faces social setbacks for being successful with the
fi-ameworks of the mainstream culture of the United States.
This ahenation, sense o f statelessness, belonging to both nation states yet fiilly to
neither, permeates one’s world view and shapes the memories of a place left behind, yet
taken with them to the United States. Memory allows for reconnection with the space left
behind, and allows for the recovery of happiness and balance within one’s own life. By
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being in opposition with the daily reality of alienation, the imagined homeland becomes a
beacon o f hope and sanity.
The homeland becomes idealized and personalized, it leaves the realm of politics,
economy, and struggle, to become a place associated with Ikmify, friends, the perceived
innocence o f childhood, the natural and human-made beauty of the landscape. This
reflects the desire for the ideal, an opposition to reality, a defensive mechanism which
allows for escape from the struggles and power plays of every day life. The personahzed
images are further expanded to include the Mexican nation as a collective whole, and in
some instances, in the United States, the Mexican nation is viewed as a small part of a
perceived collective Hispanic "nation." The feelings and sentiments associated with the
images of family and friends are juxtaposed upon the images of buildings, streets, lakes,
and the nation in general. The political situation o f Mexico, social problems, class and
economic struggles, and the unattractive traits of certain individuals do not figure in the
mythological memory of the homeland. The creation of a third space in which Mexicans,
and Hispanics in general Uve, allows for this connection to the homeland, for this
memory and mythology to be relevant. It creates a situation in which political and
geographical borders are no longer valid, while at the same time strengthening collective
identity by allowing for greater group cohesion, and consequently the preservation of
one’s own language and thus culture.
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7.10.1 Contradictions and the quest for legitimacy, conflict between the
homeland as is and the imagined homeland. The role of language as
an identity marker which allows for a claim to legitimacy.
The concept of being a stranger also permeates this relationship however, when ties
to the homeland other than nostalgia are brought into play, feelings of disconnection arise
as one questions the validity o f their connection to the homeland. By having left the
homeland, having subtracted one’s presence from Mexican society, the issue of whether
one has a legitimate claim to Mexican society haunts the diasporic mind. While this mind
set contradicts the role o f the imagined homeland as a place o f comfort, escape, and
belonging, it does reinforce the notion o f the myth of return to the homeland. The
creation of a link to the actual society of Mexico, even when in the form of contradictory
imagery, reinforces the vahdity of that imagery in that it gives it a perceived purpose.
The purpose is legitimated by the view that as long as certain ties to the homeland,
whether imaginaiy or not, can be maintained, so can the perceived notion o f a legitimate
claim to that homeland.
Language becomes a key in the claim to legitimacy, knowledge of the Spanish
language is the main tool in transcending the border between American and Mexican
society. To be able to speak the language, translates into the abihty to be able to
communicate with one’s conspecities, the potential ability to belong to Mexican society,
while also legitimating one’s claim to membership in the larger Hispanic community, as
that in itself is defined as a speech community more than anything else. The
comprehension of a language represents the ability to cross the border between two
abstract political and cultural entities. It requires one to negotiate two worlds, reconcile
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two allegiances. It is the creation of two fecades, two personalities, which one ehooses to
use in speeific conditions for one’s benefit, as the ability to blend in linguistically and
thus culturally does not eause others to question allegiance. The ability to preserve and
speak the Spanish language represents an image of identity whieh one ehooses to present
to oneself, to another individual, to a country, people, or community. It represents a move
in whieh one goes ifom being to becoming. A move in which change beeomes the
prototype for life.
7.10.2 Conflicts and contradictions arising from the transition to an English
speaking world. The conflict between two languages in contact.
The transition to an English speaking world is for many the most difficult aspect of
living in a foreign land. The transition from a Spanish speaking world to an English
speaking one is diffieult as when a language changes, so does the symbohsm o f its
words, and eonsequently the ideas whieh those symbols express. While words and
grammar can be learned, the expression of emotions, and the symbolism of one’s native
eosmology cannot be adequately performed in a second language. While Mexicans, or
Hispanics in general, may become very profieient in English, the notion that they feel
lost, and in a way aUenated from United States society by knowing English is ever
present. As Spanish is the language in whieh one is taught to feel, to express their
emotional needs in, one finds themselves being less emotional in their daily dealings in
English. This consequently makes Americans view them differently than other Hispanics
would. For the individual, this symbolically creates a border between the two worlds in
which they live. A eontradietion arises between the traditional value placed on the
Spanish language and the values o f the prestige culture of the host eountry. Within the
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context o f identity formation, it must be noted that language acts as a primary signifier, it
serves as a connection to a past which has in an idealized form become a part of one’s
subconscious. Language allows for nostalgia without memory, as it is the medium of
communicating culture, and explaining the symbolism behind it.
7.10.3 The Spanish language as a force legitimating the imagined homeland.
While the Spanish language expresses the ideal, the image of Mexico where comfort
and belonging are found, issues which contradict this construction are distanced Ifom
Mexican culture and are placed in a more neutral, less emotional position. In this way,
the idealized homeland is fiirther legitimated in that it becomes further distaneed fi"om
issues whieh would cause the notion o f diseomfort. As one’s pereeptions o f the homeland
are dynamic, contradictions arise as while culturally the image o f the homeland remains
Mexiean, more often than not, the positive values associated with the desire for a better
life, the perception o f the imagined positive values associated with the benefits of
transmigration, beeome a desire for the homeland. In this manner, views between the two
worlds are not simply exchanged or replaced, but rather they are interwoven.
7.10.4 The manifestation of nostalgia without memory and the notion of the
myth of return as an attempt to legitimate it. The imagined homeland
and nostalgia without memory as aiding and enhancing the position of
language as an identity marker.
The celebration and remembrance of the 5* of May, the 16* of September, and
Epiphany, events which do not figure in U.S. eosmology, form a large part of the
nostalgie view of the homeland. The celebration of such rituals serves to bind an
individual to the homeland. They serve as an excuse to reminisce about the homeland, to
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make phone calls, send greetings; it is a safe context within which to legitimate one’s ties
to the homeland under the pretense of "ethnic" celebration. Yet the lack of a real social
context in which the ritual attains authenticity, in which it makes sense, becomes a
measure of the growing distance from the context in which it all does make sense and
comes together, while also measuring the falling into place within one’s new spatial
location. Holidays allow for the practice o f nostalgia within a context of defiance to the
hegemony of the host country by allowing for the organizing o f temporal space as is done
in the homeland. Such notions promote the behef that no matter how detached one is
physically from Mexico, they can remain Mexiean. The nation state leaves the realm of
being a geographic and pohtical entity, and turns into one which lives in the minds o f its
people. The diaspora, the transnational community, becomes a microcosm of the
Mexican nation via the concept of the imagined homeland.
Such a perceived connection to the homeland, which to the transnational community
is viewed as a dynamic relationship coexisting with the lives of those who remain in the
homeland creates a situation which feeds the myth of return. Transnational communities
are marked by a yearning to return to their perceived homelands, and create a whole
mythology around the notion. Within the transnational experience, the yearning for
return, the yearning to escape social ahenation, the image o f a space which is the only
place where one truly belongs, greatly shape identity. Y et the community itself can only
exist as long as the myth o f return remains unfulfilled. Distance from the homeland acts
as an agent without which the homeland, as known by the transnational community,
would not exist. The duration of the myth however rests on the reahstic possibihties of
actually returning to the homeland. For many, while the homeland is mythologically
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attainable, realistically the chances for return are small. For Hispanics raised abroad, the
pohtieal and socio-economic conditions o f their nations vary so greatly from their
imagined view of the homeland, and they have adapted so many features of their host
culture, that returning would be like entering an alien world. While for those who have
left in search of educational or professional advancement, their leaving was without the
intent to return permanently, many however do maintain contacts through visits. Yet for
all groups, the myth o f return psychologically fulfills their desire to legitimate their
belonging to the homeland, to constmct their identity as Mexicans. This is perhaps the
most profound aspect of defining transnational identity.
Memory fihs the absence created by separation from the intellectual, temporal, and
physical world know as Mexico. The collection of images one maintains of the homeland
is reorganized to better explain one’s position within their context. Every image
symbolically becomes more important than it aetually is, with the goal being to
eonsciously preserve one’s happiness and sanity, to legitimate their existenee and
belonging to the homeland. By creating an image of an entity, no matter how far
physieally removed, where one belongs, and one whieh is yearned for, the power of
ahenation is lessened. Or perhaps only temporarily ignored as the individual eseapes into
the confines of imagery of their point of origin. The strength of the image o f the
homeland fosters an understanding of its language, the ability to negotiate daily existence
within its confines, and allows one to internalize its structures of power and intimacy.
Yet at the same time it must be noted that memory is consciously filtered.
7.10.5 The construct of the imagined homeland as a defense mechanism.
The constmction of an imagined homeland, made up of carefully chosen images, and
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an even more careful interpretation of them, serves as a defense mechanism. A measure
that comes about through a realization that becomes clear over time. As one negotiates
their existence in a space where they are not endowed with a sense of belonging, they
resort to the selective memories of a space where they feel that they do belong.
Ultimately, this space takes on mythical proportions, and as such can exist only in a
reterritorialized state. The construction of an attainable homeland, of a myth of return,
comes about from the ultimate realization that to fully return to the homeland is not
possible. If it were, the myth would not be necessary. However, because the world is less
than ideal, the imagined homeland does serve a purpose as it allows for the preservation
of a Mexican identity in its constituents, and acts as a support construct for one’s notion
o f a sense of identity and belonging.
7.10.6 The contradictions which arise due to the concept of the imagined
homeland and nostalgia without memory.
As is the case with all innovations however, there are also consequences. Namely, the
added contradictions which make negotiating in the host society less smooth, and that
one becomes blinded by sentiments which distance them from a rational view o f the
homeland, as well as to how one views themselves within the context of the host society.
The notions o f alienation and being a stranger are so internalized, that one tmly does find
themselves a stranger in their world. As a remedy, one finds themselves suffering from a
nostalgia which idealizes a past that never was, and a dream about a return that will never
be. When given the opportunity to negotiate the manners and processes of two nation
states, the potential exists to become what one chooses, rather than to merely be what
history or accident of geography deems. The unique position of the transnational identity
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allows one to bridge the homeland and the host land, while belonging wholly to neither,
thus eonstrueting an identity which those on either side of the very real border cannot
hilly comprehend.
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PART II.

MEXICAN TRANSNATIONALS IN LAS VEGAS: A THEORETICAL MODEL IN
ACTION.
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CHAPTER 8

COMMENCING THE PROJECT
8.0

An introduction
Having completed my theoretical model, I set out to apply it. As the fastest growing

city in the nation, having grown by 85.2% between 1990 and 2000, and with a population
of 1.5 million, out of which some 300,000 are of Hispanic origin, the greater Las Vegas
area presented itself as an ideal and up to the time of this project, virgin territory for such
research.
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CHAPTER 9

CONTEMPLATING THE OTHER LAS VEGAS
9.0

A physical description of the region of North Las Vegas known as “Little
Mexico.”
As I sat there on the bus, watching the geographical and ethnic landscape change

right before my very eyes, I came to realize that the cliche, "the grass is no more greener
on the other side," is at times fer from true, as I saw the grass become less green before
my very eyes, both literally, as well as metaphorically for the overall social landsc^e of
this third world nation in the heart of "Fabulous Las Vegas, Nevada." Moving northwards
along Eastern Avenue, the landscape changes immense^ upon approaching Bonanza
Road, slowly, the geography changes from one of neatly trimmed, landscaped streets,
many highlighted by the greenery which is such a precious commodity iu this desert, of
carefully looked after properties and islands of new economic activity, to a region marred
by unkept properties, many being merely shadows of their once middle class existence. A
region where the grass is no longer green but a dreary yellowish white, and the trees
seem to be slowly suffocating, waning, only their size and the age of the neighborhoods
giving any insight as to their former glory and the knowledge which they hide within.

93

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

9.1

Describing the ethnoscape.
Likewise, the human landscape mirrors the environmental one, as the bus progresses

further north, the faces become different, as the landscape outside the window begins to
bear the evidence o f the apparent state o f poverty which marks the neighborhood, the
faces inside and outside begin to exhibit a deeper shade of brown, with weary, desperate,
stoic eyes, reflecting the poverty and coldness of the world which they encounter. A
sense of "difference," and the notion of "other" leave the realm of theory and become
daily practice. For a moment, the bus represents a microcosm of society as the few white
faces begin to scramble, attempting to avoid any real eye contact, and form of social
interaction with the brown faces with whom they share their ride. The elderly white
woman carefully clutches her purse as a group of young Hispanic men board the bus,
while the teenage mother holds her infent son and stares aimlessly outside the window at
the poverty ridden streets which she calls home, only to be looked at with spite and
disapproval by the few non-Hispanic individuals on this journey, and as nothing more
than an object by the young Hispanic men who seem to make up the majority of the
passengers.

9.2

A changing world, language as defining and redefining reality.
As the bus moves further along, another change in the landscape becomes apparent,

the English speaking world is being left behind, "America" now slowly becomes
"America." While the names of the streets, Owens, Tulip Lane, Washington, remind us
we are still in the United States, the very flavor of those streets seems to be a world
away. The presence of supermarkets slowly gives way to small shops marked
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"panaderia," "carniceria," while those few which do remain tend to offer products
different from those in the same stores in other parts of the valley. The Albertson’s on the
corner o f Bonanza and Eastern not only offers bilingual service, two entire aisles of
canned tropical frnits and beans, raw sugarcane, com husks, banana leaves, and every
type o f banana from the common "platano", to the "platano maduro" and the "platano
burro," all served up while the store’s sound system is tuned in to one of the local
Spanish language radio stations. Yet the store serves up something else which the
Hispanic population o f Las Vegas has apparently become used to, neglect. The store is
far less hygienic than other Albertson’s locations, with wilted produce on the floors, a
black residue marking the floor near the doors, uncleaned spills in the aisles, while two
armed security guards roam the premises and parking lot, yet do nothing to even attempt
to stop the loitering, and drug deals which occur in plain day hght. It is important to note
that such activities observed were not relegated solely to Hispanics, on the contrary, the
drug business in front of this store seems to be the only frilly integrated business in the
community.

9.3

Urban renewal and aid from the Mexican government in action.
The one gem o f urban renewal in the surrounding area is Escobedo Plaza, a small,

new complex built just off the intersection o f Bonanza and Eastern, next to Tulip Lane
and the Cabana Park apartment complex. The plaza offers services which are in great
need and demand in the community, including a health clinic and a legal chnic which
charge on a very wide sliding scale, depending on what one can afford to pay. Other
services offered include an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting room, a center with free
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internet service and free weekly computer classes for the community, a free literacy
center, and a few businesses whose rent seems to pay for the services offered. Although
the area where these services are offered is small, the cleanliness o f the plaza, and the
landscaping make it a site which the community can be proud of. While it is in no way
able to accommodate the needs o f the entire community, it does provide a symbolic
representation o f what the area could become if sufficient funds and caring professionals
were available. I later learned that the Mexican Patriotic Committee, an organization
promoted by, and which heavily relies on the aid and support of the Mexican
government, is responsible for the construction of the conçlex and the maintenance of
the services offered.

9.4

Social spaces and contact. Material aspects of constructing a Hispanic
pan-identlty.
As one moves along, McDonald’s and Jack in the Box slowly give way or stand near

enpty as small outposts of Mexico and Central America with colorful names such as "El
Borrego de Oro," "El Tenampa," and "El Triunfo" bustle with as much nostalgia as they
do with activity. While each such establishment professes to be "authentic," the dynamics
of culture change are ever present as each restaurants attempts to accommodate both the
natives of the same place as the proprietors, as well as the changing tastes of the
"colonia" due to culture contact. For exanple, the pupusa, a Central American com meal
patty stuffed with any combination of cheese, bean paste, bits of fried pork fat, and a
leafy vegetable known as "lorroco," is offered on the menus of Mexican restaurants,
mostly specializing in the cuisine o f the Mexican state o f Michoacan. While both the
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Central American as well as Mexican restaurants in the area, have a tendency to present
tamales both of the Mexican as well as Central American variety on their menus. With
the difference being mainly in the choice of filling and the use of com husks versus
banana leaves in which to steam them. The "pupusa" and the "tamal" as such represent
more than the accommodation o f different tastes, they represent the fusion of the
American continent, and in effect the bridging of the Hispanic world, the meeting of
Mexico and Central America, a very earthly example of the consequence o f the forming
of the pan-identity of "Hispanic" in the United States. Likewise, the decor of such
establishments, while attempting to remain Mexican through the presence o f murals and
folk art reminiscent of the nationalistic fi*escoes of the Mexican Revolution, also blends
"Hispanic" iconography into the picture. Namely through the presence of portraits of Our
Lady of Guadalupe portrayed as the "Ençress of the Americas," as well as portraits of
Our Lord, Savior o f the World, the patron saint of El Salvador, and a popular figure
throughout Central America. Two very provincial symbols, nationalistic ones, are
portrayed within a context as being the property of one’s linguistic conspecifics as well.
The internationalization o f these symbols serves as a way in which to neutralize the
potential for conflict which marks culture contact. While seemingly insignificant, such
small elements offer an insight into the effects of culture change, and the reshaping of
identity on the simplest o f levels. Such actions demonstrate the conscious recognition of
change, or contact with the other, of the need fi)r cooperation and compromise, while at
the same time understanding that the other in this case, is not so different from oneself.
This construction o f soUdarity and sameness within the image o f the other is possible
only through the realization o f an even more different, more removed "other," namely the
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English speaking world.

9.5

Aspects of material culture supportive of the notion of the myth of return.
Other businesses in the community are also organized around the consciousness of an

identity which goes beyond nationality, which seeks "authenticity" through nostalgia, yet
a nostalgia without memory as the image o f what the homeland should or could be is
depicted, while in actuality the motions o f culture change and culture contact are in
place. Service related establishments such as notary services for example are marked by
the presence of images depicting scenes of the country of origin of the proprietor, yet at
the same time are marked by a ubiquitous display of latinoamericanismo through the
presence of an array of Latin American flags. At times this display is merely an
advertisement for phone cards with special rates for Latin America, while at other times
it consists o f actual banners. Nonetheless, the display is always prominently placed to
demonstrate the establishment’s solidarity with conspecifics sharing the Hispanic pan
identity, while at the same time allowing for a public display of connectedness to the
homeland, an advertisement that a link still exists, and a substantiation of the
transnationals’ belief that the stay in the host country is only temporary. As &r as a
symbolic link can be maintained with the homeland, one can still lay claim to it. Like
appeals are made within the goods sector, as products from various Spanish speaking
nations, or which appeal to certain tastes are displayed in a manner which emphasizes the
variety o f tastes which the establishment attempts to accommodate, yet does so under the
umbrella of a notion of Hispanic solidarity.
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9.6

Manifestations of a marked linguistic hierarchy.
A marked feature o f Hispanic owned businesses, and one which is perhaps often

overlooked is the presence of a linguistic hierarchy. Upon first entering such
establishments, the first thing noticed is the music, generally a Spanish language radio
station is tuned into, offering a generic mix of music which is unrelated except for the
fact that the songs are in Spanish and are neatly packaged under the label o f "Latin"
music. Again, the very first introduction one has to the establishment is that of an
element which sohdiftes the Hispanic pan-identity, the notion o f a greater pan-ethnicity.
The second feature which is encountered is the extent to which the employees and
proprietors are bilingual. The inside dynamics of the Hispanic community mirror those of
the outside world as well. Namely that the greater one’s ability to assimilate to the
institutions and constmcts o f mainstream society, of non-Hispanic Euro-American
English speaking society, the better the potential of making it. It then becomes no
surprise to notice that the more conplex or specialized the service offered is, the more
the proprietor and employees are removed from the Spanish speaking world, at times
speaking with a broken Spanish and at other times relying on Spanish speaking
employees for translation purposes in dealing with the general public. With the goods
industry, the pattern is the same in that the more expensive the goods being sold, the less
the Spanish speaking ability of the proprietors, when it comes to expensive items such as
evening wear, electronics, and expensive jewelry, the owners o f such estabhshments in
the neighborhood are Korean.
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9.7

Conflict based on class and ethnic differences. Inter ethnic communication as
dictated hy necessity.
Some o f the non-Hispanic businesses unfortunately take a view o f the Hispanic

community which lacks social consciousness. One o f the most common features of the
indoor swap meets which dot the community is the presence o f Korean vendors selling
bandanas, name brand athletic shoes, and Dickies brand work clothes, in colors
associated with the gangs in the area. Such operations are basically legal outfitters for
street gangs.
Interactions between the Korean businesses and the Hispanic clientele, or between
Spanish speaking and non Spanish speaking individuals within the business context takes
place in various forms. From broken Spanish and broken English to a peculiar SpanishKorean "pidgin" which seems to be basic Spanish terms put into Korean syntax, to blank,
awkward stares and a simple looking at the price and exchanging the product for money.

9.8

Common language and cultural features as being definitive of group
boundaries as well as of social distance from the prestige culture.
Outside o f the business context, human interaction varies. After seeing the apparent

appeal of a pan-identity within the economic sector of the community, I was prone to
believe that the basis o f a sense of community in "Little Mexico" would be a sense of
class solidarity rather than ethnicity as such. However, this appears to be only one aspect
o f the situation as the interaction between the non-Hispanic Euro-American population
and the African-American population seems to be pretty fluid and regular, as is the
interaction between various Hispanic groups, namely Mexicans, Salvadorians,
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Hondurans, and Guatemalans. The interaction between the English speaking and the non
English speaking peoples is much colder in that it is simply uncommon in the public
sphere. This seems to be the case with the somewhat considerable Asian community in
the area as well, as the relations between the Philippine and Laotian community and the
English speaking world tend to mirror the relations between Hispanic and mainstream
American society. While class is an important factor in the solidarity expressed within
groups, it is linguistic and common cultural features which are more defining o f the
community to the outside world. The lack of interaction can be accredited to several
factors, while racist tendencies in all parties cannot be hilly ignored, I beheve the main
factor affecting intra group communication to be simply a product of the very literal
inability to communicate, to share world views, to understand. On the other hand, racism,
discrimination, classism, can be viewed as factors which heavily affect the views of this
community, o f its residents, by the world outside of it. The issue o f class more so than
race becomes paramount when attempting to understand the governmental neglect which
plagues the neighborhoods in question.

9.9

Ethnic tension. The conflict between the American vs. the Latin American
model played out linguistically in discourse. The material manifestation of
that conflict as manifested through power relationships.
Despite their common plight, racial tension tends to be high in the neighborhood. It

becomes more apparent among those of different generations, in that older individuals of
non-Hispanic Euro-American or East Asian origin will get a little tense when seeing a
group of Hispanic or African American youths, or the way older Hispanic individuals
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will become tense around young African Americans. Among younger individuals, self
segregation seems to be the most common way of coping with racial tensions. Perhaps
the height of this manifested tension and segregation is exençlified by the police
presence in the area, which can in general be seen as a metaphor for the overall
relationship between Hispanic society and mainstream American culture. The police
makes it clear that they are patrolling "outsiders" and the alienation which the inhabitants
of this area feel from mainstream society becomes apparent through the paranoid tactics
of the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department. While walking through the
neighborhood, all it took was to talk on a cell phone for the police to pace slowly behind
me in their car, staring intently, attempting to prejudge my following actions. Yet in a
predominantly white, middle or upper class neighborhood, talking on a cell phone would
never be viewed as suspicious behavior. As groups of youths walk by, the police
regularly stop their cars and stare as if they are waiting for a crime to happen. At routine
traffic stops, excessive force is used as cars are searched, backup is present, and hands
rest on guns as the pohce officers constantly look around. Interestingly, there is very little
pohce presence in the areas o f the neighborhood which actually are crime ridden. It is
ironic that high school kids are constant^ harassed for standing on street comers or
congregating in parks, while a block away dmg deals occur in daylight in front of a
supermarket. Likewise, illegal immigrants are dispersed and at times arrested for
standing on the comer o f Bonanza and Eastem soliciting work as trucks with gardening
and constmction conpany labels seek out cheap labor, yet those company automobiles
are never stopped nor the illegal labor contractors arrested. Some of these men spend 13
to 18 hours a day seeking out work, only to perform 2 hours of labor. Along the same
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lines, the police do not take note o f the mainly older gentlemen in expensive cars who
regularly make rounds further down from the same comer soliciting sexual favors from
the young men loitering there. Due to disparity, there are those who accept such
interactions. The scene also brings to mind an issue seldom discussed, the plight of the
homosexual seeking refuge from a "machista" society.

9.10

Alienation and dislocation.

There also seems to be very little police coordination in the ability to recognize actual
gang members from those who simply imitate the style, as 14 and 16 year old boys who
do not even wear the colors associated with neighborhood gangs are stopped while
groups o f well built 20 something year olds with gang tattoos, colors, and bandanas walk
on by. A memorable moment was seeing two police officers, walking towards a group of
young teens, their chests out, swaggering, hands on their holsters, and then all o f a
sudden things changed as a young man, around 25, dressed in light blue, with "187"
tattooed on his forehead, and "MS 13" on his left bicep walked by. All of a sudden the
police officers mshed to their parked vehicle and drove away shortly thereafter.
For the inhabitants o f this area, such treatment from the supposed representatives of
the government and people of Las Vegas only serves to reinforce the alienation which
they already experience. Such observations beg the question as to why such policing
approaches are not used in wealthy predominantly white neighborhoods such as
Summerlin or Green Valley.
Walking through the community 1 was struck by the poverty, and by the slow pace of
life. This was not what the notion of the United States is for most, it felt as though a poor
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suburb o f Bogota, Mexico City, or San Salvador were transported to Las Vegas and
placed in the middle o f the city. I could not help but think that this portion of the city
must seem like a refuge to its residents, a refuge from the fast paced world around them,
from the coldness of a world which many literally cannot understand. Images of families
taking leisurely walks in the early afternoon, of small children waiting for older siblings
in front of their schools, teenage girls caring for younger siblings while doing the
family’s shopping, the elderly sitting in front of their doors watching the world go by,
such views are a common part o f the human landscape in this community. The closeness
of the families becomes very apparent as daily life becomes a ritual centered on familial
interaction.

9.11

Language alone does not have the power to change reality, merely to redefine
it.

Yet the positive aspects of Hispanic cultures are not the only elements transplanted to
Las Vegas. It must be understood that what is being dealt with is not Mexican, or Central
American cultures per se, but rather the international culture o f poverty, which changes
very little from country to country, and for whose victims the plight is the same whether
we discuss Turks in Cologne, Germany, Haitians in Montreal, Canada, or Mexicans in
Las Vegas, U.S.A. For each group, migrating to the West does not end poverty, but
merely replaces one form of poverty with another. Simply put, the transnationals in
question lack the same skills to make it in foreign societies as they do in their own. With
the difference being that in theory, while abroad, they have the potential to earn more
than they would at home, so they perceive the present risk and sacrifice to be worth it in
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that once they return to their homeland, they can have a much better life with the money
they earn in the West.

9.12

Marginality and alienation as both products and producers of social
ailments. Contact with the culture and values of the “other” as conductive to
conflict.

The presence o f the negative aspects of the international culture o f poverty greatly
outnumber the positive elements o f Hispanic culture in "Little Mexico." One of the most
profound features is the presence of street gangs, disillusioned youths who struggle to fit
into a world they feel has given them no opportunities, who grow up as part of a world
their parents do not, perhaps cannot understand, they seek understanding among
themselves, among those who have lived through the same culture of poverty. The
graffiti on the walls of businesses, schools, apartment buildings, on trees, electric posts,
street lamps, sidewalks, anywhere a daring youth with a can o f spray paint can mark their
territory, reads somewhat like a medieval tournament scroll, giving testament to the
victims of the culture o f urban poverty. Among the most troubling graffiti is the presence
o f swastikas and "SS" thunderbolts in alleys behind Hispanic owned businesses, and on
apartment buildings. Other graffiti such as the Pinoy Boyz, Flip Side Pinoy, and Lao
Boyz "tags" remind us o f the universality of the gang problem. The most common graffiti
however represents the Mexican gangs of the area, White Fence, 28th Street, Lil Locos,
18* Street, and Varrio San Chucos. With the spelling "varrio" used instead of "barrio" as
a direct transplant fi-om the Chicano gangs of Los Angeles. The epithet MS, standing for
the Salvadorian gang Mara Salvatrucha is also a common presence, especially north of
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Owens Avenue. Yet the gang presence is felt in more ways than just graffiti, for the most
part, the gang members themselves try to be inconspieuous during the day, but seem to
be the reason why the streets which are bustling with activity during the day tend to
become silenced once the sun sets. While the presence of Hispanic gangs in Las Vegas is
a fairly new phenomenon, roots are already taking hold in that the situation greatly
mirrors the famihal institutionalization of gang membership so common in East Los
Angeles. There is now in Las Vegas a generation of Hispanic children who are bom into
the gang life, whose parents are "veteranos," and whose children will most likely also
continue the tradition. Along 28* Street, Owens Avenue, and the Cabana Park apartment
complex on the comer of Bonanza and Eastem, it is a fairly common sight to see older
gang members, those approaching their late twenties or early thirties in the company of
their children. Some as young as 2 or 3 are dressed in gang colors, while 5 and 6 year
olds are flashing gang signs. Children as young as 10 are putting in work for the local
gangs and many are now rising in the prestige based hierarchy of street gangs based on
the merits o f their parents or older siblings rather than their own commitment to the gang
as such. While they are not often dealt with, the linguistic repercussions of the ascent of
gang culture are fairly great in that as Las Vegas Hispanic gangs are the direct product of
Cahfornia transplants, the already established slang, as well as Chicano speech pattems
in general, are affecting and are being affected by the dialects o f the Las Vegas Hispanic
community.
In the same vein, an alarming trend is the omnipresence of teenage pregnancy. I
believe that this trend correlates with the relatively low levels of attention given to the
futures of girls in the neighborhood. It is very common to see school age girls taking care
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of younger siblings, helping their mothers, and running errands instead of attending
school. Simply put, the girls are treated as women from the onset of puberty and
therefore they behave as such.

9.13

Bilingualism.

While such an environment would not be expected to be conductive to bilingualism,
it appears to be so. In my observations I have seen a pattern where the children and teens
who do attend school tend to speak with each other in English, and in Spanish to their
elders, while their elders attempt to speak to them in a mixture o f Spanish and a varying
degree of broken English, yet speak Spanish amongst each other.

9.14

Spanish as the language of ritual, while ritualistic discourse itself expresses
hyhridity.

Spanish alone however appears to be the language of the religious community, as
there is no shortage of Apostolic and Pentecostal missionaries handing out Spanish
language tracts, and the presence of makeshift prayer halls. The ceremonies themselves
are held in Spanish, and differ from English language Pentecostal, revival services in that
by changing the language they also change in order to accommodate a different world
view. Icons of our Lady of Guadalupe, and Our Lord, Savior of the World tend to take
center stage in the ceremonies as the stage is set for a unique combination of Protestant
ministerial styles and Catholic symbolism.
While the symbolism of such rituals tends to blend the Hispanic and American
cultural spheres, the sermons themselves are very context specific and deal with issues
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affecting daily life. Prayers are held for children to leave gangs, for the alleviation of
poverty, misery, for heavenly redemption from this hell on Earth.

9.15

Meadows Village, scenes of isolation and alienation.

Venturing west on Bonanza Road, I found myself peering at the dil^idated scenes
around me, once middle class single story homes now on the verge of being condemned,
carefully manicured although wilted lawns and pleasant splashes of color emanating from
rust colored pots and carefully lined flower beds. The street scene was one of children
running and playing, gang bangers sohciting near the fences of private residences and on
comers, and femilies trekking home carrying their groceries. As the bus swooped up
Bonanza Hül, the site turned to one o f enpty streets and apartments covered with graffiti
signifying the presence o f the White Fence and 21st St. street gangs. From down town, I
found my way to the area commonly referred to as Meadows Village, roughly the area
between Las Vegas Boulevard and 115, and Sahara Avenue and Charleston Boulevard.
9.15.1 A historical orientation of Meadows Village.
Built in the 1950's, Meadows Village started out as a well to do neighborhood known
for its at that time luxurious apartments, and celebrity residents. The Three Stooges,
Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, all stayed in the area at one time or another, as did may of
the headliners and showgirls who performed in the Las Vegas casinos. As time went by
and fashions changed, by the 1970's Meadows Village became a working class African
American neighborhood. During the 1990's, as the Hispanic population in Las Vegas
increased. Meadows Village turned into a temporary stop off point for newcomers from
Cahfomia. People would settle there due to the inexpensive rents, and would then decide
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where to move on from there. The area also acts as the arrival station for illegal
immigrants from the Mexican state of Jalisco. Interestingly, it also acts as the starting
point for some Bosnian and Albanian immigrants to the valley. Many of the elderly
residents o f the area, both European American as well as African American have spent
their lives in the neighborhood and at old age found themselves financially unable to
move as the neighborhood deteriorated. The implementation o f the "Three Strikes You’re
Out" law in California created a mass exodus of street gangs, with Las Vegas being the
main recipient of this populace, Meadows Village consequently found itself the preferred
point of arrival for members of the 18th St. and White Fence street gangs. These gangs
have firmly estabfished themselves and today there is no question that this economically
depressed area is their territory. The police sweeps aimed at keeping the sale o f narcotic
substances, prostitution, and homelessness off of Fremont Street have had a detrimental
affect on Meadows Village as the individuals removed from Fremont Street have settled
there. The intense gang presence, and lack of police presence have turned the area into a
literal urban jungle.
9.15.2 Scenes of economic decay, hopelessness, delinquency, the other side of
capitalism.
Walking through Meadows Village, I was first struck by the lack o f economic
activity, save for a few convenience stores and motels, many commercial buildings were
locked, and at times boarded up. The residential areas fair no better, many of the
buildings appear as though they have not been given proper attention for decades, unkept
landscaping, buildings desperately in need of new paint jobs, 18th St. and White Fence
graffiti covered walls which are disrupted only on occasion by skinhead graffiti, are the
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haHmarks of the area.
The human landscape at times seemed just as desolate. Homeless individuals roam
the streets as though they were ghosts, as people walk past them without even an
acknowledgement of their presence. On the other hand, prostitutes attract attention to
themselves by flirting with those who pass by, at times flashing men to get their full
attention. The average rate for sexual favors is $40, not coincidentally the same price as a
rock o f crack, which on the streets of Meadows Village is as good as hard currency. Drug
deals are a common site as groups of 3 to 5 men walk up and down the streets advertising
their merchandise and offering directions to local crack houses. While the majority of the
residents in the area are Hispanic, this is not to imply that the criminal activity is mostly
committed by Hispanics as peoples o f African American and European American origin
are involved in such activities as well.
9.15.3 Socio-economic aspects of alienation and marginality. Linguistic
accessibility as the main boundary marker between groups. Linguistic
distance as parallel to the social distance from the prestige culture.
The high crime rate makes it rather difficult to talk with the residents of the
neighborhood not involved in delinquent behaviors because they are afraid of those who
do. Strangers are viewed wearily, and mmors of INS raids, or an undercover police
presence spread quickly. Among the criminal element strangers are at first viewed as
individuals seeking drugs or prostitutes. A rule of thumb in Meadows Village appears to
be that once the sun sets, "civilians" in this war zone do not leave their homes. Even
during the day, the site o f children playing outdooi^, or of families taking walks, is not
that common. Segregation along ethnic lines however appears to be present as it is not
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uncommon to observe an apartment building, or sector of an apartment complex where
everyone is of the same ethnicity. This is the case with most of the newly arrived
immigrants from Mexico in the region. When interaction between groups does occur, it is
dictated by two factors, namely ethnicity and linguistic accessibility. While in the
criminal sphere, interaction between various ethnicities seems common, so long as
communication is possible. Among the majority o f the residents however, lives tend to be
dictated along ethnic hues. For many, this is simply the product of their inability to speak
English, for others it acts as a safety mechanism as they find comfort and understanding
among those o f their own kind, and still yet, for many it acts as a literal safety
mechanism in that there is safety in numbers, a factor which carries much weight in a
neighborhood such as this.
The Stupak Community Center acts as a gathering spot for cultural events in the area,
and it is there that local residents seem to feel the most at ease when it comes to
discussing the problems faced by their community, and open up to strangers. Those that
partake in the center’s activities however are a minute portion of the population at large,
and even there, events tend to be divided along ethnic and linguistic lines.

9.16

The processes in Las Vegas’ barrios as parallel to the processes which have
already taken place in the barrios of Los Angeles.

In all, the linguistic divisions o f the areas mirror the social segregation found within
them. The acclaimed photojoumalist Joseph Rodriguez referred to Los Angeles as a post
modern "Wild West," yet I believe that the term can be applied to Las Vegas as well in
that the city presents itself as an uncontrolled and shghtly scary place yet a land of
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dreams and beauty playing by its own rules. The conflict between the two worlds, the
Spanish speaking and the English speaking exists within the context of a literal
misunderstanding of those two worlds. A misunderstanding prompted by the literal
inability to communicate one’s world view to society effectively on one side, and the
socio-economic marginahzation of the population on the other side. Just as the human
body reacts to a foreign presence within it by building up antibodies and attempting to rid
itself o f it, so too does the organism o f society react to a foreign presence which it
cannot, or better said is unwilling to understand and accommodate.
With their current marginalization, poverty, population growth, increasing rate of
unemployment, soaring drop out rate, rise in teenage pregnancy, and violence, not just
physical violence but also the violence o f segregation and isolation, "Little Mexico" and
Meadows Village are a powder kegs waiting to blow, social catastrophes which if not
addressed will reach a level not unlike that of the Hispanic slum areas of Pico-Union or
Boyle Heights in the Los Angeles area. This comparison is more than figurative as the
population dynamics between Los Angeles and Las Vegas seem to parallel each other.
Boyle Heights and the Pico Union area were wealthy Jewish neighborhoods in the years
leading up to the Second World War and shortly after, while Compton and South Central
were middle class, European American areas. Over the years, these areas came to be
inhabited mostly by African Americans, and eventually an influx of Hispanics entered
the area, creating a state o f racial tension and self segregation as the African American
community felt that its territorial integrity was being threatened. The exact same
processes are occurring today in Las Vegas.
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CHAPTER 10

THE INTERVIEWS: AN ORIENTATION
10.0

An introduction to the interviews, the processes involved.

The interviews were conducted within the area of "Little Mexico" described in my
observations, and all consultants are residents of the aforementioned area, in locales
ranging from the homes o f the consultants to nearby restaurants and bars. Over a period
o f two months, from December L*, 2003 through February 1st, 2004, seven individuals
were interviewed. Efforts were taken to assure equitable selection of both sexes as
consultants were sought in gender neutral establishments such as local restaurants, night
spots, churches, and community events. Upon my setting out to do the research, it was
my intent to simply gain an understanding of my consultants, to transcribe their stories
within the theoretical framework that best serves to expand the current knowledge of
language and identity among transnational groups. During both the interviews as well as
the observation process, the use o f the Spanish and English languages was determined by
those with whom I have interacted as well as by my consultants. The language used was
determined by their initiation and comfort levels. With the purpose of this approach
being the creation of a natural flow of communication and expression, as well as for a
more intimate dialogue. It also enabled me to track the role which the Spanish language
has in their lives, the context which it is used to communicate, and in which
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circumstances it serves as a comfort zone. To determine the extent to which it serves as a
pohtical language for some, or as a means of everyday communication for others.

10.1

Factors affecting, and being affected by the interviews.

The results o f these interviews were affected not only by the questions asked and the
manner in which they were asked, but also by the racial affiliation, education level, class,
gender, religious affiliation, pohtical leanings, and age of the consultants as well.
Another factor to keep in mind is that despite my fluidity in the Spanish language and
knowledge of, and familiarity with, various Hispanic cultures, I discovered that n y white
skin proved to be a liabihty in approaching certain segments of the Hispanic population
in the observed area. Namely, individuals with more pronounced Amerindian features,
especially men, showed a great amount o f mistrust and hesitance in even striking up
conversations. Although the case was not so when it came to older individuals of
Amerindian descent, even though a cordial distance was nonetheless observed. My own
race, class, education level, gender, pohtical leanings, and age, were also detrimental to
not only the approaches which I took, but also to the reactions which I got from
individuals, and the information they were willing to share.
Also, at certain levels o f analysis, the study o f behavior while one is speaking, and
the behavior o f those present but not engaged in talk cannot be analytically separated.
Within this context, the issue of the physical setting in which the speaker performs
gestures, or in which setting a speaker tdks or makes an appearance before others is
important as well. The physical setting, the social occasion in which language occurs is a
necessary factor if one wishes to frihy comprehend and describe the linguistic interaction
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which has taken place.

115

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

CHAPTER 11

THE CONSULTANTS, AN OVERVIEW
11.0

An introduction to my consultants, the basics.

In order to maintain confidentiality the consultants shall be referred to by the
alphanumeric designations of A, B, C, D, E, F, G.
A is a 20 year old female bom in Michoacan, Mexico but residing in Las Vegas since
the age of 8. She graduated from Rancho High School, and continues to live with her
family in the same neighborhood. Despite having worked as a secretary in an attorney’s
office for the past year, making $10.00 per hour, she is not really happy with the job and
would like to continue her education as she already holds the highest level of education
in her family, perhaps study psychology or elementary education. However, due to the
size o f her family, which consists o f seven people, she feels obligated to work and help
the farrdfy out, especially considering that her father is unertployed and her mother
works as a maid at a Strip hotel. While in Mexico, she did attend school and has two
years worth of experience in a Spanish language institution, and one year’s worth of
experience with Spanish during high school. Her father is a monolingual Spanish speaker
while her mother is a Spanish dominant bilingual. Her, and her siblings, three younger
sisters and one older brother, ages 12, 15, 18, and 23 , can be classified as English
dominant bilinguals.
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B is a 24 year old female, bom in Las Vegas to Mexican parents. Upon completing
high school she began taking courses at the Community College of Sou them Nevada and
continues to do so whenever she can afford it. She does not really know what she would
like to study but the thought o f studying alone keeps her at it. Despite being happy with
her job as a receptionist at a local constmetion company, a job which pays $12.00 per
hour due to the fact that she is bilingual, credit card debt and the neamess o f family have
kept her in the neighborhood. The lower rents in the area also mean that she can afford to
live on her own. While having no formal education o f the Spanish language, B can best
be described as an English dominant bilingual.
C is an 18 year old female, bom and raised in Mexico City, Mexico who has only
been in Las Vegas for the past year. She lives with her brother, a poker dealer at a
downtown casino, and his wife and two toddlers and soon to be newbom, all boys. She
has a high school education, and would eventually like to study here, which is why her
parents sent her to live with her brother who has been in Las Vegas for the past 8 years,
and his famify. However, currently she assists ESL courses, and works part time as a
waitress for $5.00 an hour in a restaurant in the observed area. The &mily first moved to
the community out o f economic necessity and today see it serving more as a cultural
comfort zone. Given her very limited English language skills, C can be described as a
monolingual Spanish speaker. Her brother and his wife are both Spanish dominant
bilinguals.
D is a 67 year old male, bom and raised in Chihuahua, Mexico. He came to Las
Vegas to live with his son’s family some two years ago due to the passing away of his
wife. D is an unemployed ranch hand and has a formal education up to the fourth grade,
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he spends his days walking through the neighborhood, chatting with people, gets together
with other elderly people in a popular local restaurant twice a week, and helps take care
of his son’s four children while he and his wife are at work. His son is a easino porter and
his daughter in law a maid. Their main reason for living in the eommunity is a lack of
resources to move else where, and that it acts as a comfort zone to live in a
predominantly Hispanic area. D is a monolingual Spanish speaker. While his English
speaking skills are rather limited, his son can be considered a Spanish dominant bilingual
as can his daughter in law.
E is a 43 year old male from Michoacan, Mexico, who has been in Las Vegas for the
past 15 years. His wife works as a line cook at a buffet in a Strip hotel, and he is currently
unemployed. E has a sixth grade education and is a farmer by trade, he has found little
work in Las Vegas and resorts to doing unstable odd jobs whenever the occasion arises. It
has been a stmggle to support their three children, two boys and one girl, aged 2, 7, and
13. Simply put, they live in the area because they cannot afford to move. E i s a Spanish
dominant bilingual.
F is a 21 year old female bom in Needles, Cahfomia to parents of Mexican descent.
She has lived in Las Vegas for the past 7 years. The family moved to Las Vegas due to
the perceived promise of better employment opportunities, however they found
themselves not doing as well as they expected. Her mother is a buffet server, while her
father is a buffet cook, both work on the Strip. F holds a high school degree and works as
a help line operator for a local bank, earning $14.00 per hour. She attends classes at the
Community College of Southem Nevada as well as the University of Nevada, Las Vegas
and hopes to become a nurse. She lives at home due to it being less expensive than living
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alone, and helps take care of the family, which includes 2 younger siblings, boys aged 14
and 10, she believes it is important to stay and be a good role model for them considering
the environment that they live in. Although F has had three years o f high school Spanish,
she and her family are monolingual English speakers.
G is a 32 year old male, bom in Durango, Mexico, but having resided in Las Vegas
since the age of 12. He has been living on his own since the age of 15, when his formal
education stopped, and describes himself as a "veterano," or veteran gang member, a
Hispanic designation with the same status implied as OG, or Original Gangster among
African-American street gang members. G lacks a high school degree, and really has no
trade to speak of. He is currently unemployed and lives with other members o f the same
gang. He views it as his obligation to live in the neighborhood as it is in his words what
he "has dedicated his life to" as it is his gang’s self appropriated territory. While having
assisted a Mexican school until the age of 12, G is an English dominant bilingual.
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CHAPTER 12

THE INTERVIEWS: REFLECTIONS, RESULTS AND
IMPLICATIONS
12.0

Identity as grounded in cuiture, determined by discourse, and expressed
through language.

An individual’s sense of identity is more often than not grounded in their sense of
cultural identity, in that sooner or later the realization that identity is not static sets in. A
person realizes that they can be many things, more often than not at the same time.
Depending on the situation, or even on one’s mood, they can identify with being
Mexican, Mexican-American, Chicano, American, Hispanic, North American, Latin
American, Nevadan, Las Vegan, human. Over time, due to exposure to other individuals,
other cultures, other contexts o f being, o f becoming, these identities become interwoven,
so much that they merely become the distinct parts of a whole. Each part is expressed
through the use o f a language, whether that use is merely political, in that simple
greetings, or cultural terms are used to reaffirm the identity of belonging to the given
group, or whether it acts as a language o f every day interaction. A part of an individual is
expressed through Spanish words which is simply not the same as that expressed in
English. This can best be compared to music, as the feelings a person has while listening
to a cumbia band are different fi'om those one has when listening to an American pop

120

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

diva, so is the world o f meanings different when engaged in the world of one language or
the other. Language is not neutral, and particular linguistic forms mean nothing in
themselves as they acquire meanings only from their specific contexts and their
relationships to other such forms. It can in a word, a phrase, or a mere utterance transmit
countless intended as well as unintended messages to countless readers, listeners, or
viewers.

12.1

Identity as being shaped and reshaped over time by values. Language as the
main identity marker.

Likewise, a person’s understanding o f themselves, and o f others’ cultural identity is
shaped throughout their lives by the values and attitudes prevalent in Üieir homes and
their communities, becoming more fluid and more complex over time as one engages the
broader society. While at the same time as the individual changes, so does their culture
and those cultures with which they come into contact. When viewed as a marker of
cultural identity, language can be viewed as a means of resistance to cultural
homogenization, as even when speaking the same language, various social groups
differentiate themselves by the way in which they speak. Within this context, language in
a way acts as a metaphor for identity itself.

12.2

What it means to be Hispanic, conflicts and contradictions. The concept of
“raza.”

The question of what a Hispanic person looks like, or what a Hispanic person is,
cannot be tmly answered without the notion o f language. Is a Hispanic person of African,
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European, East Asian, or Amerindian descent? Is their skin dark brown, light brown,
olive, caramel colored, milky white, or pitch black? Are their lips thick or thin? Their
noses long and pointy or short and flat? While the issue of race comes up when
discussing what it means to be Hispanic, the notion of "raza" comes up time after time,
yet the term itself refers more to language than to any physical attribute o f a Hispanic
"race." The use o f the Spanish term politicizes identity, rather than being referred to as a
"race" the Hispanic population becomes "raza," a term which inherently relates racial,
and ethnic identity to the Spanish language. It serves as an abstract nationhood divorced
from European nationalism Like the term Hispanic itself, it inplies multisubjectivity, a
space where race is indeterminate and class classification becomes somewhat slippery.

12.3

Naturalizing power, the “other” and conflict.

With the inter-racial and inter-linguistic dynamics of that identity resting on who has
power and who does not, and on the social dynamics which are played out as a result of
this negotiation. Within this context, the Hispanic population represents the under
privileged class within both the literal as well as the metaphorical discourse of power.
For many, the role which Hispanics play in flie racial/linguistic/power negotiations o f the
United States, is just taken as a "natural" part of being "Hispanic." It is something which
is just seen as a given, and as an issue which not much thought is put into. Being
portrayed as the "other" in a society where ascendance is placed on the construct of
whiteness takes its toll on a population. We live in a society where those who can be
classified as "white" are privileged as "human" in that "white" society claims the right to
speak for the commonality of humanity, while anything which does not fit the category
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of "whiteness" is construed as "other" in relation to it. Thus while white is constructed as
good and civil, the negative images of Hispanic society, street gangs, crime, poverty, are
such a common representation that they are simply viewed as a given, and not
questioned, just as having a good job and privileged life are common images associated
with being white. The disparity between the images and reality however rests on the lack
of communication between the two communities and the lack of knowledge which they
have o f each other. It appears that language then seems to define society as a whole
rather than just culture.

12.4

The Spanish language as the locus of nostalgia without memory and the
imagined homeland. The subsequent conflict and contradictions which arise
due to a lack of knowledge of the Spanish language.

The role o f the Spanish language for the consultants as a whole seems to be one of
providing a comfort zone, of creating nostalgia without memory, something which is
their own, and which links them to a place in which they are not the "other." Yet the
contact which they have with the English speaking world, whether through work, or just
the television set, or the knowledge that they are an island in an English speaking world,
does influence their identity in that it creates a rupture in their image o f Hispanic identity,
in their emic view of the Spanish language. Code switching, the use of caiques, loan
translations, and broken English make them feel as though they are maladjusted
individuals with linguistic deficiencies. Such structures are viewed as insisting upon
incommunication, and as distancing their users from both the Hispanic as well as the
Anglophone world. The users of such constructs feel as though they are alienated when
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they use them, since the use o f caiques can and does lead to embarrassment when dealing
with proficient English speakers, just as broken English is, while code switching is
viewed with considerable deference by proficient Spanish speakers. Despite such
constructs being common, and the fact that code switching is governed by grammatical
rules that require a speaker who is comfortable using both codes, individuals tend to feel
a sense o f belonging nowhere, not in the United States, nor in Mexico. The absence of a
tangible, physical space to which one belongs creates the sentiment of a lack of a cultural
space, and allows for individuals to seek comfort in nostalgia, the retreat to a physical
space and time in which one finds a sense of belonging. It was Bakhtin who stated that
"language, as a treasure house of images, is fundamentally chrono topic." Such a pattern
follows the general trend o f disadvantaged groups carving out spaces of dignity for
themselves by making ethnic borders less permeable. An outcome of such actions
however is that they tend to replicate and reinforce Anglophone stereotypes of Hispanics.
While among Hispanics it can create a situation where a person is "different" because
they do not speak Spanish, while at the same time being "different" in the Anglophone
world for physically appearing different. Such aspects disrupt the dichotomy between
self and other, centre and periphery, as well as give voice to the fear of culture loss and
exclusion.

12.5

Legitimating the transnational experience, making sense of the Hispanic
pan-identity.

Within the context of nostalgia, the world becomes seen through green, white, and
red colored glasses. While the realization that life is lived out in the physical and
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temporal space of the United States of America, in an Anglophone society is ever
present, a conscious retreat from a culture viewed as hostile to the very core notions of
Hispanic identity is made. Thus what is considered hostile tends to be viewed with
hostility. The notion o f Mexicanness is juxt^osed over a dichotomy where Mexico is
taken to be a metaphor for Hispanic culture as a whole, and is portrayed in a constant
conflict with the non-Latin American world. The 5* of May, which marks the battle of
Puebla when in 1862, the Mexican army defeated a French invasion, is viewed as a
symbol of a Hispanic people fighting off foreign aggression, a foreign threat to Hispanic
culture, to the Spanish language. With the threat being magnified not only as one to
Mexico, but to the entirety of Latin America. The Mexican struggle for independence
fix)m Spain is relegated to a lower position within the transmigrants’ mythology. The
reasons for this appear to be that the United States can be better compared to France than
Spain simply due to the greater cultural and more importantly linguistic difference
between the two nations. Thus a symbol of the Mexican struggle for sovereignty is
translated as a symbol o f Hispanidad, of being Hispanic, and the historical context is
made sense out of as it is juxtaposed over the current cultural conflicts which mark
Hispanic identity in the United States.

12.6

Mexican nationalism as the manifestation of nostalgia without memory.

At the same time, the appearance of an adherence to Mexican nationalism appears to
be just that, an appearance. It becomes nostalgia without memory as the very concepts of
Mexican nationhood, political organization, economics, and history are not completely
understood by the population in question, and are not addressed in inquiries dealing with
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the concept of Mexicanness. Instead, Mexico becomes viewed as one part of a puzzle, a
unique part of a Hispanic whole, which is seen as marked by a common linguistic, and
socio-economic struggle in the United States. The politics, history, economics, and every
day struggles o f the United States take center stage while Mexico becomes a land of
extended family, beauty, where life is portrayed as ideal, the place of myth which is the
onfy place where a true sense o f belonging can really be experienced. The lack of
knowledge of the grand narrative of Mexican history among the consultants is perhaps
the main reason as to why it is so easy for them to accept the notion of a pan-identity as
the more knowledge one has of their prospective grand narrative, the more likely they are
to resist acknowledging another identity as equally valid within their given value system.

12.7

The conflict between forces of assimilation and the desire to remain Mexican.

Those who have spent a considerable time in the United States, and have breached
through the linguistic and cultural barriers somewhat are similarly positioned except that
they view the adoption o f the dominant national ideology o f the United States as the only
way in which the Mexican, or Hispanic population in general, can reasonably inprove
their political, economic, and social positions. This position is especially strong among
those of Mexican descent bom in the United States, yet at the same time the view that
they are Mexicans who happen to live in the United States, rather than simply
"Americans" is prevalent. In general, there is however a lack of significant activist
engagement in the systems o f both nations on behalf of the transnational community,
namely as virtually all of their socio-economic circumstances militate against this.

126

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

12.8

Mexico as the imagined homeland and its symbolic representation of the
Hispanic whole. The role of media and its discourse in shaping identity.

The notion o f viewing oneself as Mexican, even perhaps while having only a few if
any recollections of the nation, is upheld and promoted by the presence of Mexico which
one experiences in the United States. Namely, the segregation of the Hispanic population,
and the widespread presence o f Spanish language media. Despite the realization that the
Latin American soap operas and other television programs represent a commodified.
European-centered image o f Latin America, they are nonetheless viewed with a sense of
nostalgia. They represent the ideal that everything is better in Mexico, the food tastes
better, the people are nicer, even if one is poor, they still have their famify and are home.
Likewise, whether Europeanized or not, the images portrayed in the Latin American
media portray Hispanic cultures within a positive light, something which the American
media fails to accomplish. Despite personal or political convictions, the images on the
television screen are adhered to because they offer a scenario where the Hispmic, the
Mexican, leave the realm of "other," even if only symbolically, in that when one returns
to daily affeirs, they are relegated to dealing with the American reality once more.
Interestingly, local media sources, such as the periodicals El Mundo, El Tiempo Libre,
La Prensa, and Imagen figure little in the media repertoire of the consultants, although
this may not be representative o f the community at large. For those consultants with
sufficient Spanish language skills to read the periodicals, the views varied from seeing
the sources as nothing more than the personal forums o f a few local businessmen, to
simply being poorly written. Although they are consulted on a regular basis for news of
community events and entertainment options catering specifically to a Hispanic audience.
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12.9

The concept of the myth of return as legitimized through logical paradigms.

Yet the notion of returning to Mexico for good is seen as an impossibility, and is met
with the idea that when one’s economic position is such that they will not need to work
anymore, they will return, or for some, move to Mexico for the first time ever.

12.10 The portrayal of Hispanics within the discourse of mainstream culture as
conductive to feelings of hostility.
At the same time, the image of how Hispanics feel that American society views them
can be summed up by the word hostility. The overall impression is that white Americans
of non-Hispanic descent, as well as African Americans view Hispanics with disdain.
Language barriers, and the false belief that Hispanics are newcomers to the United States,
with no historical roots and thus not a legitimate presence in the country, the view that
street gang culture is simply Hispanic youth culture, as well as the myths that Hispanics
are taking away jobs from "Americans," take tax dollars away from schools for
"American" children, do not pay taxes, and are prone to illegal activities, are seen as the
ways in which American society views them. A view which is supported by the
criminalization o f Hispanic identity in the mass media. A stereotype is the window to the
unconscious, it is the way of deciphering how culture dreams of otherness. The notion of
a stereotype is parallel to Dante’s Virgil as the very concept can lead us into the
underworld. It causes specifity and isolation, and is started by people with very little
knowledge and exposure to the world outside of mainstream society and its power
arrangements. The exotic becomes abnormal, turns into chaos as cruel reality replaces
order and the known. It becomes an allegory for the mysterious. As all domination takes
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the form of administration, monotony becomes the breeding ground for rumor.

12.11 Socio-economic realities and identiy conflict.
The antagonistic situation is not helped as the realization that the dreams o f becoming
a Hispanic middle class are turned into the reality that they are no more than cheap labor.
In turn, this turns on internal defense mechanisms within the Hispanic population,
creating a sense of hostility in itself. In short, both populations, the Americans as well as
Hispanics view each other ontologically, as essentially immutable objects, debating what
they "are," rather than seeing what both are "becoming" due to their contact with each
other.

12.12 A self awareness of being different, being viewed as the “other” leads to one
seeing themselves as the “other.”
The realities of every day life, of the marginality which is a part of every day life for
Hispanics, seem to assure that entry into mainstream society, or better said, mainstream
society’s acceptance of the Hispanic population is far away from being accomplished any
time soon. For many, this marginalization is omnipresent. To appear Mexican, Hispanic,
to be the product of the miscegenation which occurred between the Spaniards and the
Native population is something which cannot be disguised. Appearance becomes a
marker which one wears every day of their lives. By "looking Hispanic" one is assumed
to speak the Spanish language, and has all of the stereotypes o f Hispanic automatically
attached to them. The marginality felt is then augmented by the realities of life,
disillusionment with the inability to get higher paying employment, the racist backlash
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encountered outside of their ethnie enclaves.
When such experiences are had on an everyday level, it then becomes no wonder that
a people can conceive of themselves as Mexicans, just temporarily displaced from
Mexico by historical and socio-economic factors, rather than as individuals who are
intrinsically linked to the nation state o f the United States of America. Visits to Mexico,
or having relatives from Mexico visit, investing in those relatives, as a way of
maintaining an investment in Mexico, and providing for the opportunity to return
provided economic security can be established, allows for the nurturing of culture,
language, and religion, to have legitimacy in their world view. The maintaining o f a
legitimate link to the Mexican nation state provides for the accommodation of sentiments
of belonging, and cultural identity which the United States &ils to provide.

12.13 A lack of proficiency, as well as proficiency in the Spanish language as
sources of stigma and alienation. The traumatic effects of linguicism on
identity.
Among those who were bom in the United States, or have spent most of their lives in
the nation, the matter is complicated as they see themselves as United States citizens,
who understand the norms o f American society, have assisted U.S. public schools, and
are not motivated by the same ties that bind transmigrants with Mexico, yet who typically
lack access to all of the rights and privileges of citizenship due to their strong cultural
identity. Which they see as having been imbued in them by their upbringing and the
discriminatory reaction o f the majority population against a non assimilated and
somewhat easily identified subclass. However, for some, the inability to speak Spanish,
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creates a feeling o f hurt, and o f rootlessness. Mostly because of the fact that they identify
themselves as being part of the wider Hispanic world, yet see their lack of ability to
speak Spanish as standing in the way o f being completely accepted by the Hispanic
world. They see themselves as fully part o f neither world. On one hand they are labeled
as Hispanic because o f their perceived ethnic phenotype, and yet their knowledge of the
English language facihtates their interaction with mainstream society, exposes them to
mainstream media, and influences their views on everything from politics and social
issues to morahty m d family. While at the same time preventing them from hilly
experiencing the world view which the use of the Spanish language for everyday
communication instills.
Incidentally, such stigma is not limited to those who are not proficient in Spanish.
Among proficient Spanish speakers the same stigma is felt when among predominantly
proficient English Speakers. Although assimilation, homogenization, is not looked upon
in a positive light, integration is. With integration meaning the acceptance of cultural,
ethnic, and linguistic difference, equal rights, and most importantly equal opportunities.
The goal is to achieve a cultural solidarity which is sufficient to sustain a national
existence. This desire is marked by the view that mainstream American society however
does not share this set o f beliefs as the population in question feels that Americans view
poverty, crime, low levels of education, and marginality, as indicative of Hispanic culture
as a whole or view Hispanic social ills as if they are either the norm or the natural
reaction to the Hispanic predicament.
While difficult for adults, the effects of such stigma are traumatic during childhood.
Children who look different from the majority, have an accent, or stick out because of
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their parents’ origins are looked down upon as children can be cruel. Words become the
mainstay of racial tension among children and the realization that phenotype is more
important than citizenship when it comes to determining a sense of belonging arises at a
young age. Most simply accept the racism which is dished out to them because they feel
powerless to stop it. For many children, the Spanish language, which becomes a point of
pride for them as adults, is seen as an embarrassment.
The effects of movements such as the English Only Movement and assimilation
policies in general have been detrimental to the self esteem of Hispanic children at all
levels o f education. The lack o f Hispanic educators in predominantly Hispanic schools
has a large affect on the students’ behavior and motivation to leam as there is a definite
difference in the way in which non Hispanic educators relate to and view Hispanic
children and in how Hispanic educators do so and vice versa. As it stands, there are
students who will feil their Spanish courses on purpose simply because they do not want
to be viewed as native Spanish speakers, while immigrant children, or the children of
immigrants bom in the United States feel embarrassed of their parents. There is a feeling
that not being bom here creates a sense of illegitimacy. Such feelings become the most
played out during adolescence as many Hispanic teens will stay out of the sun, dye their
hair, wear colored contact lenses, in an attempt to pass for European American. While a
sense o f resentment for their parents develops as they tend to blame their parents for
coming to the United States, or bringing them here, and blame them for creating the
situation responsible for the alienation which they feel. For these individuals, a sense of
ethnic pride is only acceptable within the safe confines of family. Adolescence presents a
crucial stage in the development of identity as it is the stmggle to find a place in the
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world, a phase during which shared interests and personal similarities such as race,
culture, and socioeconomic status form a large part in the construction o f cliques and in
effect for the basis for future identification and the selection of social spaces in which
one feels that they belong. Rejection of the different is constantly present, as is the
awareness of one’s own difference in contrast to others.

12.14 The conflict associated with the transition from one language and thus world
view, to another. The tensions brought about by the contact of competing
cultural models.
Conflicts caused by the transition from a Spanish speaking to an English speaking
world or vice versa make the notion of knowing oneself, understanding who and what
one is, problematic to say the least. To most, identity is viewed as transparent, as being
the product o f how one is raised, as being shaped by interaction with others but not really
as fluid. The main factor o f having an identity rests on the notion of knowing oneself, of
knowing the unique self which is seen as marking one’s identity fi'om birth till death.
When the discovery of identity as being fluid enters the picture, conflict ensues because
change becomes a constant, and thus knowledge o f oneself as portrayed in a static state is
inpossible as self awareness and self consciousness take on new dimensions. When such
a view of identity is coupled with the struggle of negotiating two world views, two
languages, the perceived conflict becomes even greater.
Likewise, the American notion of being one thing or another, black or white, white or
not white, belonging or other, interferes with the notion ofmestizaje, of being mestizo.
The result o f such an internal conflict becomes the exaltation o f one aspect of their
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heritage over another. Which heritage is stressed depends on the motives, the Spanish,
European heritage tends to be emphasized when a certain degree of whiteness is desired,
when one wishes to bridge into mainstream society. Or when mainstream society feels
that it is extending a hand to the individual, and feels that by including them within the
constraints of a type of "whiteness," that they are doing them an honor. The Indigenous
heritage however also can be used as a position o f power, in that it politicizes a legitimate
presence in the territory of the United States. It allows for the emphasis of a heritage
which predates that o f European descended Americans. Also, Native Americans tend to
be stereotyped in a better light than Hispanics.

12,15 Language as the main identity marker.
When it comes to the actual Spanish spoken, individuals feel that their mannerisms
and way of speaking have not changed since arriving in the United States. While contact
with Anglophone society, and with other variants of Spanish are acknowledged, the
belief that these have any affect on one’s own speech are absent. Likewise, the affect of
the "generic" Spanish o f the Spanish language media is overlooked. Enphasis is not
placed on dialects, rather other speech is simply recognized as "different" and as existing
independent of one’s own. While stating that dialect differences are not viewed through a
system o f value judgments, and while stating that they are simply not an issue of
importance, individuals will often use their particular dialect as a symbol emblematic of
their origin. Along these lines, the speech of the Mexican is praised as it is viewed as
being flowery, conductive to talkativeness, is lull o f extreme texture, plasticity,
sensuality, and is literarily coded. The speech of the Mexican American on the other hand
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is seen as being crude, pragmatic, direct, and literarily simplistic. The function of
language is also seen as being different to both groups, to the Mexican, conversation is
viewed as a pleasure, a social event, ritual, an intellectual inquiry, a dialogue, hill of
irony, parody, and self-deprecating humor. To the Mexican American mind however,
irony is viewed as insensitivity and harassment, as duplicity and hypocrisy. Language is
instead used for play, imagining, inventing, nostalgia. At the same time, the Spanish
language itself is seen as the unifier of a much larger, disparate group of people across
different class, ethnic, and national backgrounds. However, with the collision of dialects
present, this situation begs questions not only on how the process is occurring, whether
conscious attention is being paid to it, but also on the outcome of such language contact.
Language serves as a window into people’s views o f themselves vis-a-vis the dominant
group as well as the other groups with whom they are associated, it expresses much more
than simply a means of communication.

12.16 The merging of languages and dialects as the merging of identities.
The knowledge o f other dialects being present, and the ability to recognize synonyms
creates a situation where upon contact with others, one is constantly filling in a gap
which is not really there. A person comes to know the words and uses both of them
depending on the situation. Thus if such linguistic behavior is an indication of identity, a
merging of dialects might be said to suggest a merging of identities.
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12.17 Different value judgments placed on different languages. The inability to
speak English viewed as the lack of a skill, while the inability to speak
Spanish is seen as a lack of identity.
When it comes to language preference, and language use, the dominant language is
not always the one most commonly used, but rather language usage depends more so on
the social context. All participants in the interviews no matter what their proficiency,
commented that their language of choice is Spanish. It is viewed as the language which
they associate with family, close friends, and with their heritage, as an integral part of
their identity. Interestingly, the use of one language or the other was seen as being
beyond the control of the individual. For example, since older relatives speak no English,
one is left with no choice but to attempt to communicate with broken Spanish, and by
learning the very basic simple commands. Tales of wanting to speak with grandparents,
and with frustration at not being able to do as they ask, or understand them are quite
common. Such an approach eventually leads to a large communication gap between the
generations. On the other hand, when in the midst of Anglophone society one is left with
the choice of either using English, or on relying on someone to act as an interpreter. Yet
while lament and the notion of cultural genocide were expressed at the inability to speak
Spanish, the lack o f English proficiency was viewed as a technical issue, the lack of a
skill which can aid in employment possibilities. However, the lack of either language was
recognized as being met with a certain social stigma.
Among monolingual Spanish speakers, the social context proves to be very limited,
and as the Anglophone world is rarely if ever engaged, a certain feeling of being stifled,
of being unable to experience social mobility in the simplest forms is present. One has
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either the choice o f constantly relying on others for translation help, or is trapped in a
relatively small social, economic, as well as geographical area in which to negotiate their
existence.
Monolingual English speakers feel similar restraints, as they feel trapped within a
world that does not fully accept them, and find themselves unable to fully enter the world
into which they feel that they belong, that they want to belong to. While speaking English
does allow them access to mainstream culture, its media, and allows them an opportunity
to learn and understand this culture, the label of Hispanic assures that they are not
entitled to the same opportunities and socio-economic privileges.
The English dominant bilingual consultants feel that they are in the same position as
the monolingual Spanish speakers. While they have more experience with the English
language, and are more proficient in it when it comes to prescriptive grammar and the
technical aspects o f the language, they feel that their accents impede their being viewed
as Anglophone, as Americans. They feel that their knowledge of Spanish is more
indicative o f who and what they are, and how they are perceived than is their ability to
speak English, and their understanding o f "American" culture. However, when among
conspecifics who are as proficient in English as the English dominant bilingual, the
language used depends on the circumstances. Spanish tends to be used when dealing with
the emotional realm, the cultural, or the political, while English is relegated to the realm
of small talk or professional endeavors. While such a distribution can be accredited to the
fact that a person is more comfortable discussing emotional matters in the language
which they leam to feel in, their first language, a factor which perhaps also influences
such choices is the censure o f speaking Spanish in the work place. Likewise, the factor
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that the vocabulary associated with one’s employment was learned in the United States,
and the speaker is simply not proficient enough in Spanish to have that vocabulary play a
role in this matter.
The notion of changing one’s socio-economic state, or even of being accepted,
integrated into society is viewed as impossible without assimilation. The prevalent notion
is that if one looks like the mainstream view of what an American is, if one can fit into
the conundrum o f whiteness as prescribed by the ruling ideology, one can be a part of
mainstream society with no problem If a person can "pass" for a European, or better yet
getting rid o f their accent and passing for an American, then they are more apt to being
accepted in the work environment and the community. However, if one is dark skinned,
and shows traces of non-European origins, society still resists their presence.

12.18 The self as defined in contrast to the “other,” the greater the contrast, the
greater the sense of self.
It is within this construction of the other that the notion of Hispanic gains importance.
While all consultants are quick to identify themselves as Mexicans before any other
label, despite the Hispanic vs. Latino debate, the pan-identity of Latino or Hispanic is
adhered to as well. Mexican is adhered to first because of the notion that a Mexican
speaks a certain way, and therefore is easily identifiable, as well as the fact that this is
what they view their families as being and always having been. Hispanic enters the scene
as despite national differences, while in the United States, the Spanish language acts as a
bond. Thus while difference is acknowledged, the difference between Spanish speakers is
taken to be as a smaller one than that between them and the Anglophone world. Within
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this context, the Spanish language acts as a supranational binding force.

12.19 Cultural Institutions uphold and promote the binding forces of group
membership.
The power o f this binding force is strengthened from all levels of life. From
associating with relatives through get togethers, parties, attending Spanish language
concerts, and patronizing Hispanic owned bars, nightclubs, and restaurants, one’s
connection to the Hispanic world, and Hispanic individuals can be maintained, as well as
remolded and constantly recreated through contact with other individuals who thrive
under the same pan-identity. Within this context, for many, the issue is not necessarily
pohtical, nor is it even a conscious decision, people simply feel that they are
congregating with those with whom they are the most comfortable rather than viewing
the situation as an ideological embracing or rejection of something. However, they do
add that the reason for the comfort zone is the lack of acceptance, of a feeling of
belonging, in the Anglophone world. Interestingly, such a refuge in the Spanish speaking
world is taken even by those Hispanics who possess little or no Spanish language skills.

12.20 Insecurities arise upon presenting oneself to others as understanding rests on
the ability to comprehend world views.
The way one chooses to identify themselves within and without the group tends to
vary depending on the distance of the other party involved from one’s own world view.
Thus one may perceive themselves as Hispanic to the mainstream society, as Mexican to
other Hispanics, or as Mexican-American, or of pertaining to a specific Mexican state to
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Mexicans. When dealing with individuals of all camps who have a rather provineial view
o f the world, some individuals are met with eomments sueh as "I can’t tell you are
Hispanie," or "You don’t look Hispanie." Some individuals beeome dumfounded by the
sight o f a Hispanic individual who does not meet their predetermined views o f what a
Hispanic individual should be. When sueh a view is taken by non-Hispanic individuals, it
is viewed with irritation. However when other Hispanies make sueh eomments, they tend
to beeome ingrained over time, eausing some individuals to beeome frustrated and even
depressed as they come to view this as a questioning of their membership within the pan
identity. Y et when approached positively, and with an open mind, the same notion ean be
a souree of pride in that differenee within the pan-identity prevents the beUef that aU
Hispanies are the same, and allows for a person to be Mexican, as well as Hispanie, and
to have the ability to eomprehend the value of understanding the differenees between the
various peoples and cultures o f the Spanish speaking world. Among first generation
immigrants speeifieally, the ethnic and racial hierarchies of the homeland tend to be
transplanted and then become used to reconstruet pan-ethnie labels and identities. The
ehoices made in the eonstruetion and expression o f Hispanic identity are not only a
produet of the choiees made in the United States, but also by the weight of choiees made
in the past.

12.21 Upon the recreation of traditional social hierarchies in newly created social
spaces, language serves as a tool which perpetuates marginality.
At the same time, when dealing with transnationals, it is also important to note the
way in whieh they feel that their eonspecifies in the homeland view them. For the most
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part, there is the recognition that when they go to Mexico, their clothing styles give them
away as North Amerieans. This is more so true for the younger individuals than the older
ones however. For those who have lived in the United States for a eonsiderable time,
there is the notion that things at "home" have changed, that people now speak differently,
that they dress differently, that they are simply no longer the same. The transnationals
themselves however do not view themselves as having changed over time, nor as having
adapted to new ways through culture contaet. Likewise, despite experieneing soeioeeonomie, and racial stigmatization in the United States, while in the homeland, Hispanie
notions o f prejudice and diserimination become attached to them. Transnationals find
themselves in a position where they oceupy the same position within the soeial hierarchy
as they had before having migrated to the United States. They are not able to cross into
the elite or even middle elass spheres of Mexieo soeially, yet financially can enter a
position where they ean aeeommodate a lifestyle for themselves, or their relatives whieh
they simply eould not afford in any other eircumstanee. The notion of crossing borders, is
a metaphor as well as a reality; when people cross so do their eultures, languages, and
world views, eontaet is an essential aspeet of any erossing. A question whieh thus arises
is how does the coneept of a pan-identity based on eommon linguistie, and to an extent
historical and cultural heritage, and whieh takes those eommonalities and arranges them
in a dialeetieal opposition to the mainstream culture o f the United States, affect the views
of those in the homeland with whom the transnationals eome into eontaet. As well as,
how the ideals of the homeland affeet the eoneept of one’s pan-identity upon re-erossing
the border.
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CHAPTER 13

FINAL REFLECTIONS

“The plaee o f otherness is fixed in the West as a subversion of Western metaphysies and
is finally appropriated by the West as its limit-text, anti-West.”
- Homi Bhabha

13.0

Among Hispanies, present day processes of becoming are intrinsically tied to
the 500 year legacy of colonialism.

No group o f people remains the same, over time, either we remake ourselves or allow
others to remake us. Identity is far fi'om being a statie attribute, it is rather a eontending
arena o f dynamie soeial relations whieh ultimately erystalize in a diseursive label used to
deseribe a speeific group engaged in the aet of beeoming. Who we are and what becomes
of us is a eentral issue for all of humanity. It is an issue which is ultimately tied to the
nature and dynamies o f the 500 year old soeial system which has engiüfed us. Ultimately,
the commodification o f everything has to stop somewhere and the socialization of
everything begin anew. The resurgence o f all forms o f ethnicity in the world economy is
just one more self protecting mechanism of societies stripped of their soeial purpose,
which is fife itself, not profit. Ultimately, the endless aceumulation of capital is not life142
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sustaining. One or the other will have to go. In that struggle, soeiety must reinvent itself
over and over again. From Mexican, to Hispanic, to Latin American, to American, today,
to perhaps eomunidad mundial, or World Community, tomorrow. A person is born, and
through identity eonstruetion is in effect reborn as they struggle to find a meaningful
plaee in the world.

13.1

A critique of prevalent views of the “other” hy the prestige culture.
Differences in discourse as the locus of conflict between groups.

Currently, in the United States as elsewhere, ethnie groups are studied ontologieally,
as objects essentially immutable in historié time, provoking endless diseussions on
whether they are something or the other instead of looking at what they are beeoming.
The globalized world is not a multieultural one, but rather one in whieh uniform
standards are imposed by a small ehte upon the rest, normally for their own eeonomie
benefit. It is a world where a fairly small number o f powerful governments and corporate
eompanies have succeeded in imposing a postmodern version of neoeolonialism, without
the need for miUtary intervention as the realm of economies is their greatest weapon of
mass destruetion. It is a world whose standards are being redueed to the lifeless, plastie,
non-earing eontrol o f computers and sateUites, while the human dimension and the rights
of the individual are pushed aside. It is eertainly not a world without borders, but one in
which some borders have become more permeable and open to trans-boundary
movement, while others have remained as elosed and sealed as ever before.
The elass and ethnie struggles of the past have been in part the struggle between
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labels, names, and their sponsors. Such names and labels can be said to either contain the
seeds of liberation or alienation. A sense of elass is in turn transferred to the United
States by Hispanic transnationals, one based on skin eolor, wealth, edueation, and the
ability of traeing the family heritage. Hispanies bring with them a fluid sense of race and
elass, they also bring with them the class within which they were fixed in Latin Ameriea.
While in theory they encounter a sense of greater social mobility in the United States, in
praetiee they eneounter a situation in whieh one type of poverty is exehanged for another.
A greater sense of raeism also develops, with Hispanies being both vietims as well as
perpetrators. There are raeiaf elass, and eultural limits to social interactions, as well as
limits of the self, sueh as temperament, emotional tendeneies, and past eonditioning, as
one’s own disposition is always projeeted.

13.2

Politics of language and power.

Language is the site and theme of historieal aetion, dynamie and mobile, less an
aehieved synthesis of preseribed formulas than an unstable constellation of diseourses.
The notion of language as neutral, the naturalness of language standards, the pereeived
neeessity of a single standard language for eommunieation, national unity, law and order,
suecess, and identity, that it is fixed and predominantly stable and defined by a stable
cultural orientation, are the reasons why attempts to understand how multieultural
eommunieation eould be possible are frustrating if even seriously addressed. With the
notion o f multieulturalism as understood in the diseourse of offieialdom as signaling the
exeereising of eontrol over difference through the presentation of statie models of
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diversity. Meanwhile in the oflBeial discourse of Latin America, binary understandings of
race and identity tend to be rejected due to an ideological celebration o f hybridity, while
segregationist legislation, soeial praetiee, and eeonomie hierarehies prevent any form of
action to be taken. The eurrent situation does not allow for the reeognition o f different
referenee points, imagery, traditions, literature, philosophy as aecompanying different
languages, and thus does not allow for competing eultural models, identities, to be
expressed with equal legitimacy.

13.3

Language as the locus of meaning.

For Hispanies, English is the language used for the exehange and aequiring of things
in an alien soeiety. Spanish on the other hand is the language in which people eoneeive
of themselves, and realize themselves in the act of speaking. Spanish is nostalgia, it
offers an avenue whieh to use in order to save oneself from the deeadenee associated
with modernity. English represents a dialectical opposition to Spanish, representing
confrontation and assimilation.

13.4

The discursive nature of poverty.

For the majority o f Hispanies in the United States, dark skin, a large family, and
poverty are a soeial handicap. The eompetition for subservient jobs is high while the
wages are extremely low, as surplus labor drives down wages. Most people simply aeeept
sueh a situation beeause they feel powerless to stop it. In turn a high value is not placed
on education nor the acquisition of greater skills, as dire socio-eeonomie conditions
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create a situation in which the struggle for basic needs surpasses other endeavors. The
nature o f poverty is sueh that it is a trap, as nothing can be changed if people want to hold
on to stability, a stable job, a stable way of life, avoiding the saerifice of what little they
do have. It is the desire for stability whieh eauses people to accept poverty, a stable
check, a stable lifestyle, the prospeet that things will not get worse as long as the present
eonditions with whieh one has learned to live and cope with remain intact. Others on the
other hand aspire to surpass poverty by advaneing within the diseourse of social and
economic mobility. In reality however, the only way to truly eseape poverty is to ehange
the social situation, and the diseursive realm responsible for the ereation of that poverty
in the first plaee. Likewise, the importanee of eeonomy and tradition outweigh the
relevanee o f geopolitieal borders while the market category of pop eulture portrays itself
as equaling aceeptance. Even when aequired, eitizenship is soon diseovered to be a mere
bureaueratic formality as phenotype and language are o f greater importanee when it
eomes to determining a sense of self, of identity and of the other.

13.5

The grip of colonialism, mental bondage as having far outlasted the
socio-political institutions of colonialism.

The eolonized mind is erçpled by the corrosive memory of one’s own eaptivity, a
state o f bondage exists in the mind even when physical bondage has disappeared as the
colonized mind, and likewise body, has had its ancestral realm stolen. The struggle
toward selfhood and equality requires the breaking out of the colony one is in and
releasing oneself from the shackles of the colonizer’s world by demanding rights which
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no one is in any rush to freely offer. The colonizer still matters, and their role is still
relevant as the eolonized did not create nor cause the bondage whieh they continue to
suffer today. The internal power imbalance and violence of history recreates itself
through the hegemonic rule of the “civilized” world. The story told by the eolonized
differs from that told by the colonizer, the colonial drama is constantly reenacted in the
lives of transnationals.

13.6

Segregation and marginality.

Segregation, whether inposed by the self or the other remains an attempt to banish
the stranger or the unknown and gives a feeling of power through diseourse. Yet, at the
same time, it assumes that the pereeived “natural order” is disrupted and will be
threatened until the inplied threat is gone. The exotie becomes abnormal, chaotic, as
cmel reality replaces order and the known. Nonetheless, socialization with those
deemed to be outsiders occurs and is negotiated and renegotiated within a context which
views assimilation, albeit a superficial assimilation occurring through consumerism and
tokenism, as the only legitimate outcome of that eontaet. Consequently, the authenticity
of identity becomes viewed as being questioned by outsiders, as viewed somewhat with a
sense of confusion. Such a world view based on the exclusion of the other sows the seeds
o f violence and humihation as alienation itself represents the loss o f self, the aet of
objectification. The effects of such measures on identity are many fold, notions of what
an individual thinks they are, what the world has done to them, the way they prejudge
how society will view them, and notions of what an individual deserves, all eome into
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play.

13.7

Living a postcolonial existence.

Hispanies in the United States have not theorized about posteoloniahty after the faet,
have not learned about it from a workshop, nor did they wait for multieulturalism to enter
the discourse of politieal correctness before they gave it a second thought, rather they
have lived it since the initialization of contact and have struggled ever since to make
sense of it. Dislocation, both physical and cultural, is an integral aspeet of life in our
world. For those of privilege, dislocation exists as a matter of choice, sueh as in instances
where one relocates for the purpose o f study or employment, yet for others it means
being migrant workers, exiles, refugees, homeless individuals. While hegemony is
disrupted through the flow of eultural property, as it nullifies fixed identities and the
power relationships between them. Often times, this symbolic realm of resistance is the
only viable form of resistance to hegemony. Difference in the official discourse o f the
United States is defined as deviation from Anglo-American norms. For Mexicans, the
other, the different is symbolized by the very presence of the United States, and thus a
dialectical opposition which legitimates the myth o f Mexican homogeneity is created and
serves as a defense mechanism against American cultural and economic imperiahsm.
Retreat into the self and isolation is forced, history then becomes written in private
spaces, the story is particular and carried by the individual. Likewise, the notion of truth
is limited to memory, to the power of the mind and its presence in present moments. The
researcher resides in the space of the oppressor and the oppressed, observing the space
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where contact and conflict occurs, as events reflect the atmosphere of society and the era
in whieh they are situated.

13.8

Reflections on my work, contemplating achievements and implications for
further investigations.

Looking back, I cannot help but ponder the extent to whieh my work enlightens, and
engages the thinker. From the very start my aim has been to do just that, to provoke the
reader to think about the issues whieh I address, and to offer a theoretical model with
which to view this topic, as well as similar situations. I wanted to offer a new way of
viewing an age old dilemma, and by including and heightening the attention paid to the
role of language as the locus of meaning, and as an identity marker among transnational
groups, by including the often ignored notion o f pan-ethnieity and its role in identity
formation, and by conducting my research in a place never before investigated in sueh a
manner, I feel that I have accomplished what I set out to do.
By devising a theoretical approach whieh ean be applied to any situation where two
or more groups, with a history of prolonged eontaet and asymmetrical power
relationships ean be found, I was able to portray their voice within a format whieh can be
used to show parallels between eultural processes throughout the world. The theoretical
model whieh I propose in my work is as relevant for the study of Turkish transnationals
in the European Union, the Angolans in the Republic o f South Afi-iea, Salvadoreans in
Honduras, East Indians in the United Kingdom, Afghans in Iran, and North Aft-ieans in
France, as it is for Hispanies in the United States and any other posteolonial contaet
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situation with parallel processes at work.
The application of my theoretical model leads to the ereation of a work whieh
challenges the prevailing mannerisms of regularized thought, envisioning, and study
which are dominated by the imperatives, perspectives, and ideological biases o f the
prestige culture. The first study o f a segment o f the largest transnational community in
the United States in the nation’s fastest growing city serves as a model for future research
in its own right. Yet as I view the outcome of my fieldwork, I cannot help but see
prospects for research projects which have yet to be touched upon in areas of long term
study, let alone in new territory sueh as Las Vegas. Studies eoneeming the effect of
contact between previously isolated dialects, and the effects o f sueh linguistie
interference upon the return to one’s plaee o f origin, the melting together of dialects
within Hispanie barrios, and the bearing of such processes on identity formation may
yield new insight into the discursive changes taking plaee within the Latin American
world view once borders are crossed and recrossed. Further research into the generational
differenee in language ability and its affeet on the traditional Hispanie family structure in
the United States, and the conflicts arising when a monolingual English speaker is
Hispanie in the eyes of Anglo soeiety, and American in the eyes of Hispanies ean further
help understand the changing needs and concepts of self among transnationals. While a
look into the conflict between Hispanies and the prestige eulture in Las Vegas offers a
chance to view historieal processes parallel to those whieh have occurred in Los Angeles
during the mid to late 1930's to early 1950's in action. Further signifieanee arises fi'om
the faet that sueh a study was carried out in a city normally relegated to the realm of
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tourism, and the myth o f wealth created by the facade o f the Las Vegas Strip and
legitimated by the city’s phenomenal population growth and the construction of drones of
planned communities. The work has sought to be the voice of the 300,000 inhabitants of
the city whose diseourse is not expressed to the world through travel brochures. The
work allows for a view of life and processes of becoming, of constmcting the self,
through the eyes o f the “other.” Within the context of the applied theoretical format, it
presents itself in a manner suitable for comparison with other locales in the United States
where parallel historieal processes have played themselves out.

13.9

Final thoughts and closing words. Coming to terms with the “other.”

Finally, my complete work offers a critique, and an alternative to the abundance of
biased hterature whieh paints a positive picture of the processes at work to assimilate
Hispanies, as well as to the works whieh focus on the small, soeio-economically
upwardly mobile minority o f Hispanies, while ignoring the plight of the great majority.
The work is a contrast to the claims that commodification and equal access to market
categories, and the fetishism and tokenism o f minorities is the same as multieulturalism,
equahty, aceeptance, and multivoeality.
It is of utmost importance to note that critical thought does not submit to the
commands to join in the ranks. Critical thought is centered upon the agency of human
individuality and subjective intuition, rather than on received ideas and approved
authority. There is a difference between the desire to gain knowledge of other peoples
and times that is the result o f understanding, compassion, reflection, debate, rational

151

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

argument, ethical principle, careful study and analysis for their own sakes, and on the
other hand knowledge that is part o f an overall campaign of self affirmation. There is a
profound difference between the desire to understand for the purpose o f coexistence and
the enlargement o f horizons, and the will to dominate for the purpose of control.
In all, I present to you the discourse of a system of representations whieh challenge
the prevailing manner in which the prestige culture o f the United States eomes to terms
with the experience o f the “other.”
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